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TOON Graphics are comics and visual 
narratives that bring the text to life 
in a way that captures young readers’ 
imaginations and makes them want to 
read on—and read more. In addition to 
providing students with the tools to master 
verbal literacy, each TOON Graphic offers 
a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has 
been redefined to include visual literacy. 
Our unique lesson plans and teachers' 
guides help instructors and students alike 
develop the vocabulary and framework 
necessary to discuss visual expression, 
structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common 
Core, TOON Graphics lesson plans offer 
examples of how to best utilize our books 
to satisfy a full range of state standards. 
The Common Core’s learning goals outline 
what a student should know and be able 
to do at the end of each grade and were 
created to ensure that all students graduate 
from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, 
career, and life, regardless of where they 
live. Though this book can be used in any 
grade, we focused this lesson plan on state 
standards for grades 4 and 5. Questions 
included in this guide fulfill the following 
standards:

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending 
literature independently and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.4, 9
Students determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words or phrases in 
a text. Students integrate information from several 
texts in order to speak knowledgeably on a subject. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 
and teacher led) with diverse partners, building on 
others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or 
information presented in diverse media and 
formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, 
sequencing ideas logically and usIng appropriate 
facts and relevant, descriptive details to support 
main ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, 
supporting a point of view with reasons and 
information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to 
examine a topic and convey ideas and information 
clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY 
Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that 
build knowledge through investigation of different 
aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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The book includes three Latin American folktales 
reimagined by cartoonist Jaime Hernandez. 
Hernandez is the celebrated author of Love and 
Rockets, but this is his first book for children.

The introduction, Imagination and Tradition, is by 
F. Isabel Campoy, author–with Alma Flor Ada–
of many award-winning children's books. It is 
illustrated with Aztec and Maya pictograms. 

The Martina Martínez and Pérez the Mouse story 
is by Alma Flor Ada, from the book Tales Our 
Abuelitas Told, which she wrote with F. Isabel 
Campoy.

The back of the book includes an illustrated 
four-page essay by Françoise Mouly, TOON's Editorial 
Director. Entitled Three Latin American Folktales, it provides 
information and images to flesh out the cultural context of 
each of the three stories. Illustrations range from El velorio/
The Wake, painted in 1893 by Francisco Oller (which 
hangs in the Museum of Anthropology and History of the 
University of Puerto Rico) to details of murals by world-
renowned Mexican painter Diego Rivera.

A Tell Your Own Story section highlights stock story-telling 
phrases from the Latin American oral tradition and their 
equivalents in English.

A section About the Authors and a Bibliography and Online 
Resources round out the package.

3737

Clockwise from top left: A parade of La Tarasca through the streets in Spain in 
1959; engraving of a seven-headed dragon; the Tarasca float in Madrid in 1744; 
Saint George conquering the Dragon, circa 1504, a painting by Raphael at the 
Musée du Louvre in Paris, France.

THREE LATIN AMERICAN FOLKTALESTHREE LATIN AMERICAN FOLKTALES

When we tell folktales, we pass 
on our ideas about history, art, 
spirituality, and proper behavior to 

a new generation. And when we hear folktales, 
we learn about the values and customs of our 
ancestors. the dragon slayer, for example, 
teaches us how important it is to be generous with those people 
who seek our help and to resist those who try to harm us. In 
some versions of this story told throughout the Hispanic and 
Latino world, the old woman who asks for food is said to 
be the Virgin Mary, honored by the Catholic Church as the 
mother of Jesus. The story’s religious origins don’t stop there: 
in Spain, La Tarasca, a gigantic woman warrior standing over 
a conquered beast, is paraded each year during the Feast of 
Corpus Christi. In the southern town of Antequera, La Tarasca 
is shown having vanquished a dragon with seven heads, one for 
each of the cardinal sins. While there have been dragon-slaying 
tales from time immemorial – Hercules, who slayed the hydra 
or Saint George, the patron saint of England – many feature 
a man who rescues a damsel in distress. The heroine of the 
dragon slayer shows us how important it is for young women 
to take charge of their own lives: they might even end up being 
the ones who save the prince's life.
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A nother example of a female rescuer is Doña Pepa, 
the woman healer in the tale of martina martínez 
and pérez the mouse. She's the only character who 

knows how to save Pérez from drowning. While this particular 
version of the tale is written by the children’s book author 
Alma Flor Ada, the story of Ratón Pérez’s marriage is one of 
the most popular and best loved folktales in Hispanic and 
Latino culture. Different storytellers make Martina into a 
cockroach, an ant, or a rat. In some versions, Pérez isn’t rescued 
at the end – making this story perfect for sharing at a velorio, 
or wake. The velorio is an all-night meeting of friends and 
family after someone dies. Tradition holds that if someone 
falls asleep at the velorio, the soul of the recently departed 
person will enter his or her body, so everyone in attendance 
from abuelas (grandmothers) to traveling farm workers tells 
thrilling stories to keep the group awake. Storytellers use 
gestures, facial expressions, different voices, and many jokes to 
prevent their audience from dozing off.  

Pérez and 
Martina by Pura 
Delpré, 1932, was 
the first Spanish-
language book for 
children published 
by a mainstream 
U.S. press.

Below: El velorio / The Wake by Francisco Oller, painted in 1893, hangs in the 
Museum of Anthropology and History of the University of Puerto Rico.
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It is part of the oral tradition for the 
performer to embroider the tale and make it 
his or her own. Storytellers like to use stock 
phrases to capture their audience's attention 
when they start and end their stories. Here 
are some of them, in Spanish and English:

¿Quieres que te cuente un cuento? 
Do you want to hear a story? 
Había una vez.../ Érase una vez… 
Once upon a time...
Hace mucho tiempo... 
A long time ago...
Cuentan que... 
The story goes that...
En un país muy lejano... 
In a far-off land...
En la tierra del olvido, donde de nada nadie se 
acuerda, había... 
In the land where all is forgotten, 
where no one remembers anything, 
there was...
...y colorín colorado,  
este cuento se ha acabado. 
...and so, my fine-feathered friend,  
now the story has found an end.
...y vivieron felices para siempre. 
...and everyone lived happily ever after.

Every popular folktale contains both moral lessons (like the 
importance of bravery) and practical lessons (like how to 
behave after a loved one dies). tup and the ants teaches 

both, too: it shows those who hear it the value of cleverness and 
of not following instructions literally, but it also informs them 
on how to plant their crops. Tup’s story comes from the Yucatán 
Peninsula in southeastern Mexico, where, in ancient times, crops 
such as corn and tomatoes were first cultivated. Spanish colonists 
introduced these and many other fruits and vegetables to the rest 
of the world, and they are now found almost everywhere. Aztec 
and Maya farmers used a traditional practice called milpa to plant 
crops. Even today, just like Tup, milpa farmers, or milperos, cut 
down and burn patches of the rain forest in order to create rich, 
fertile land for growing corn. The farmers also rotate their crops 
to make sure not to exhaust the soil. This method takes a lot of 
patience and advance planning – much of it is explained in the 
story. 

Diego Rivera, a world-
renowned Mexican 
painter, depicted the tools 
and techniques of local 
methods of agriculture in 
many murals.  

Tup, Martina Martínez, Ratón Pérez 
and the dragon slayer all give us 
different lessons from the past and 

show us how to prepare for the future. The 
details of their stories may change from 
storyteller to storyteller, but the values they 
reflect – from faith to love to loyalty – are 
timeless.

TELL  
YOUR OWN STORY

From Tales Our Abuelitas Told, 
by F. Isabel Campoy and Alma Flor Ada
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JAIME HERNANDEZ  is the 
co-creator, along with his brothers Gilbert and Mario, of 
the comic book series Love and Rockets. Since publishing 
the first issue of Love and Rockets in 1981, Jaime has won 
an Eisner Award, 12 Harvey Awards, and the Los Angeles 
Times Book Prize. The New York Times Book Review calls 
him "one of the most talented artists our polyglot culture 
has ever produced." Jaime decided to create the dragon 
slayer, his  first book for young readers, because "I 
thought it would be a nice change of pace from my usual 
grown-up comics." He read through tons of folktales to 
choose these three. What made them stand out? Maybe 
he saw himself in their characters. Jaime says, "I'm not as 
brave as the dragon slayer, but I can be as caring. I'm as 
lazy as Tup without being as resourceful. I am not as vain 
as Martina, but I can be as foolish."

F. ISABEL CAMPOY and ALMA FLOR ADA 
are authors of many award-winning children's books, 
including  Tales Our Abuelitas Told, a collection of 
Hispanic folktales that includes  martina martínez 
and pérez the mouse. Alma Flor says, "My favorite 
moment in the story is when Ratón Pérez is pulled out 
of the pot of soup!"  As scholars devoted to the study 
of language and literacy, Alma Flor and Isabel love to 
share Hispanic and Latino culture with young readers. 
"Folktales are a valuable heritage we have received from 
the past, and we must treasure them and pass them 
along," Isabel says. "If you do not have roots, you will 
not have fruits."

Tales Our Abuelitas Told: A Hispanic Folktale 
Collection, F. Isabel Campoy and Alma Flor 
Ada (Authors), Atheneum Books for Young 
Readers, 2006. Twelve stories from varied roots 
of Hispanic culture. Ages 5-10 
_____
Latin American Folktales: Stories from the 
Hispanic and Indian Tradition, John Bierhorst, 
Pantheon Books, 2002.  A collection of Latin 
American stories sourced from twenty countries. 
_____
The Monkey's Haircut and Other Stories 
Told by the Maya, John Bierhorst and Robert 
Andrew Parker (Illustrator), William Morrow 
and Company, 1986. A collection of twenty-
two traditional Mayan tales.
_____
Fiesta Femenina: Celebrating Women in 
Mexican Folktales, Mary-Joan Gerson, Barefoot 
Books, 2001. Eight stories of extraordinary 
women in Mexican folklore. Ages 8+

Mexican-American Folklore, John O. West, 
August House, 2005. A range of traditional 
Mexican-American proverbs, riddles, stories 
and folk songs.
_____
The Day It Snowed Tortillas / El Día Que 
Nevaron Tortillas: Folktales told in Spanish 
and English, Joe Hayes & Antonio Castro 
Lopez, Cinco Puntos Press, 2003. A collection 
of New Mexican magical folktales for a modern 
audience. Ages 10-12
_____
Horse Hooves and Chicken Feet: Mexican 
Folktales, Neil Philip (Compiler) & Jacqueline 
Mair (Illustrator), Clarion Books, 2003. Fifteen 
classic Mexican folktales. Ages 5-8
_____
Mango, Abuela, and Me, Meg Medina (Author) 
& Angela Dominguez (Illustrator), 
Candlewick, 2015. A girl and her abuela 
transcend language barriers. Ages 5-8

Online Resources: 
www.americanfolklore.net  Retellings 
of folktales, myths, legends, fairy tales, 
superstitions, weather lore, and ghost stories 
from all over the Americas.
_____
www.surlalunefairytales.com   
Sur La Lune offers over 40 eBooks, including 
fairy tale and folklore anthologies, critical 
texts, poetry and fiction.
_____
www.storiestogrowby.org  Folk & fairy 
tales from around the world.
_____
www.pitt.edu/~dash/folktexts.html 
Offers a variety of folklore and mythology texts, 
arranged in groups of closely related stories.
_____
http://onlinebooks.library.upenn.edu/ 
An index of over two million books readable 
for free. (Search for subject: tales.) 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
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"If you want your children to be intelligent, 
read them fairy tales. If you want them to be 
more intelligent, read them more fairy tales."

–Attributed to albert einstein

Tales have the power to open up our imagination. From childhood to old 
age, our lives are framed by the stories we tell. Folktales, passed down 
orally through generations, show us the world by taking us through the 

customs, values, and cultural traditions of a people. Fairy tales may be populated 
by princesses, ogres, and talking animals, but they also take us into the homes of 
common folk solving real-life problems.

Everything that happens in the land of the popular "cuentos" or fairy tales was 
once invented by the pure magic of a storyteller's fertile imagination. As the stories 
grew and changed with every telling, the anecdotal became universal. Folktales 
often contain moral lessons; instead of telling us how to behave, they show us 
the implications of right and wrong behaviors to help us develop our social and 
emotional intelligence. They teach us how to be better human beings.

The Latin American heritage is richly diverse, a unique blend of Old World and 
New, spanning a continent across many geographic boundaries and cultures. When 
the Spaniards landed in the 15th century, they brought their medieval stories 
brimming with castles and dragons. But since Spain is itself a land at the crossroads 
of many cultures, these tales already contained Catholic, Jewish, Arab, and Moorish 
influences. The Europeans’ encounter with Maya, Aztec, Inca, and other Native 
American cultures – themselves widespread across land and time –produced one of 
the most diverse and varied storytelling traditions, with a story for virtually every 
taste.

A recurring theme in the Latino experience is a celebration of strong women. Like so 
many señoras and señoritas in Hispanic families, the independent mothers, sisters, 
and daughters in these folktales have the inner strength to rise above obstacles and 
to overcome adversity. But above all, the reality of Latin American folktales is that 
magic can happen at any time. Listen to these stories and tell them to others: sharing 
these tales will ground us in our communities and give us a window into others'. 

EAGLE

IMAGINATION AND TRADITION
by F. Isabel Campoy

Aztec & Maya 
Pictograms

SNAKE

ALLIGATOR

DOG

LIZARD

JAGUAR

DEER

VULTURE

MONKEY RABBIT
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Themes & Characters
In a comic/graphic novel, the reader gets many clues about the characters from 
visuals, including body language and the facial expressions. Encourage students 
to pay attention to the information they're given by the images.

u On page 5, panel 2, we learn that the Dragon Slayer’s two older sisters are 
jealous of her because “she attracted all the men.” Why do you think she has this 
power?  

The title character wears a happy face (unlike her sisters) and she looks confident 
in the way she's carrying herself. Examine the differences in body language 
between her and her sisters. The sisters’ arms are crossed (a defensive posture as 
well as one that shows hostility);  their eyebrows are furrowed in disapproval as 
they scheme.

u On page 5, panel 5, was the father’s decision of sending her away fair? Why? 

No. He never asked the Dragon Slayer for her side of the story. Even if she had 
stolen money, family members could forgive each other as acts of love and 

compassion.

u On page 5, panel 6, the Dragon Slayer leaves. Why do you think she did not say 
anything to defend herself? Is she weak?

No, the Dragon Slayer’s choice not to defend herself doesn't come across as weakness 
as we have seen that she looks confident in the way she carries herself. She may have 
thought it was not worth it; she may not have wanted to discredit her father. It's also 
possible she wanted to go away 
and see the world.

u On page 6, panel 6, why 
did the old woman give her a 
magic wand?  Do you think there 
is more to this interaction than 
meets the eye?

The old woman is grateful that 
the Dragon Slayer shared her 
food. Therefore, the old woman 
rewards her for her kindness. 
Maybe she also thinks that such 
a young girl needs help to better 
face the challenges ahead. 
As mentioned in the book’s back 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 

 • Black = potential questions for lesson plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression

RL.4.1 Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

RL.4.2 Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

RL.4.3 Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., a 
character’s thoughts, words, or actions).

RL.5.1 Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

RL.5.2 Determine a theme of a story 
from details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond to 
challenges; summarize the text.

5.3 Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., 
how characters interact).

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, tone, 
or beauty of a text.

The Dragon Slayer: Folktales from Latin America

Story 1: The Dragon Slayer

The subject of this lesson plan is the value 
of empathy and of a good character.
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matter, in some versions of this story the old woman 
is none other than the Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus 
Christ.

u On page 8, panel 6, we learn that the girl and 
the prince are mutually attracted. Why do you think 
that happens? What do you think they like about each 
other?

u On page 9, panel 1, how did the Dragon Slayer 
notice that the King was feeling gloomy and sad? 
By the expression on his face.

u A recurring theme in the Latino experience is the celebration of 
strong women who are independent mothers, sisters, and daughters. They 
have the inner strength to rise above obstacles and overcome adversity. 
Does the Dragon Slayer fits into this tradition? Does she have to prove 
herself?
Yes, she does fit in the tradition, and yes, she has to prove herself. There are 
multiple examples such as:

Page 5: She doesn’t waste her energy on anger when betrayed and journeys 
into the world on her own.

Page 8, panel 3: She immediately finds work to support herself.

Page 9: When she learns the prince may be eaten by a dragon, she takes the 
initiative to save him on her own.

Page 11, panel 2: When a man tries to take credit for killing the dragon, she 
stands up for herself and declares the truth.

Page 11, panel 6: When she says, “Kings don’t go back on their words,” she’s 
clearly not afraid to speak her mind and be critical of even very powerful 
people.

Page 12: When she realizes the prince has gone to war despite not having 
battle training, she again takes the initiative to save the prince. 

u What other themes apart from the celebration of women’s strength 
are presented in this folktale?
Having faith in oneself versus giving into fear. Lying versus being truthful. 
Choosing a life partner based on love versus social class.

u Summarize the character of the Dragon Slayer.
She is determined, strong, and not afraid to take risks. 
She is smart and resourceful.
She is brave. 
She is kind and generous.

u Would you describe the Dragon Slayer as a traditional or typical 
female character? Why or why not? Is she different from other female 
characters in the story? Is the prince different from other male characters 
in the story?

u What do you think the moral of “The Dragon Slayer” folktale is?
Generosity and kindness are rewarded. You have to be willing to fight for 
what you believe in.

u How much of her success is due to the power of the wand and how 
much is due to the quality of her character?
The magic wand helps her along in her life, but it just a tool. The real factor
here is the Dragon Slayer's courage, kindness, and strong will.

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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2 Visual Expression

RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, 
drama, prose, etc. Refer to the structural elements 
when writing or speaking about a text.

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a story 
or drama and a visual or oral presentation of the 
text, identifying where each version reflects specific 
descriptions and directions in the text.

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements 
contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text.

RL.5.5 Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
stanzas, etc., fits together to provide the overall 
structure of a story.

RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. (Here, 
art and comics vocabulary)

RI.5.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. (Here, 
art and comics vocabulary)

Color & Drawing

u Most of the story is colored in calm hues of brown, green and blue. 
However, there are some sudden changes to purple and red. How do the color 
changes emphasize what is happening, and what effect do they have on the 
reader?
(Blue and green are considered cool colors whereas yellow, orange, and red are 
warm.) The cool and neutral color palette is the baseline for the story. The shifts 
to warm colors mark major events. Each color scheme conveys a mood, quiet 
or violent. (You might want to point out that the colorist, Ala Lee, is credited on 
page 2. Sometimes many people work on a comic.)

u Why does the facial expression of the characters, specially their eyes, 
change through the tale?

To express the different moods of the characters. Also, the author uses the 
characters’ eyes to guide the reader throughout: readers will follow what the 
characters are looking at.

Point out that in comics, the cartoonist has to make the character recognizable 
and also able to convey many different emotions. One way the author makes 
characters instantly recognizable is to dress them the same way most of the 
time. Have students describe each character's "trademark" outfit.

A masterful cartoonist like Jaime Hernandez is able to convey a wealth of 
emotion with just a few lines. Give students the attached activity sheet, in which 
they are asked to find panels with different facial expressions of the Dragon 
Slayer and to write adjectives describing the feelings each one conveys.

Page Layout & Panels

u By looking at the overall layout of the pages, we can see that they are 
mostly divided into six-panel grids, with the exception of two with larger 
panels. What is the effect of the six-panel grids? What is the effect of the two 
larger panels?

The six-panel grids lend uniformity and manage pacing of the story. The two 
larger panels add excitement by emphasizing the tremendous scale of the story’s 
two major foes. By using this narrative device sparingly, the effect is more 
dramatic. 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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the dragON Slayer: FOlktaleS FrOm latiN america • activity sheet: FACIAL EXPRESSIONS
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Find the part of the story where each of these panels 
comes from. Write an adjective on the line below 
each one to describe the emotion portrayed.
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Setting

u Folktales are linked to specific places, cultures, and periods of time. We 
can learn about the setting of a story by examining the architecture, clothing, 
food, and relationships between characters. What is the setting for this story? 
Since this is a comic, pay attention to the visual clues.

This story is a Mexican folktale as we can infer from the physical appearance  
and dress of the main character, her sisters, and her father. The food, tortillas, 
is a typical dish from Latin America. The family looks like a peasant family 
from the late 19th century, but this iconography is mixed with medieval 
elements such as a king, a prince, a palace, servants, and armored
knights. See the introduction by F. Isabel Campoy on 
page 3, "The Latin American heritage is richly diverse, 
a unique blend of Old World and New..."

3 Further Research

RL.4.9 Compare and contrast the 
treatment of similar themes and topics 
(e.g., opposition of good and evil) and 
patterns of events (e.g., the quest) in 
stories, myths, and traditional literature 
from different cultures.

RI.4-5.9 Integrate information from 
several texts on the same topic in order 
to write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably.

W.4-5.1 Write opinion pieces on topics 
or texts, supporting point of view with 
reasons and information.

W.4-5.2 Write informative/explanatory 
texts to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly.

W.4-5.3 Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events using 
effective technique, descriptive details, 
and clear event sequences.

W.4-5.7 Conduct short research 
projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a 
topic.

Women in Power

u Have students research the number of women in leadership positions in 
the United States. Ask them to brainstorm ideas on why women occupy so few 
leadership positions. Have them think about 
powerful women in their lives and their role 
models.

u In the classic theme of fighting a 
dragon, a hero has to save a maiden in 
distress. However, in The Dragon Slayer 
the roles are reversed. Can you think of 
any other stories in tales, books, comics, or 
movies in which traditional male and female 
roles are presented in a different way? 

Media Literacy

u Have students analyze how gender is 
portrayed in the media. Help students discuss common stereotypes. 
Ask them how they feel when people make incorrect assumptions 
about them. 

u As a bonus, have students research the 
life of Ruth Bader Ginsburg, co-founder of the 
Women’s Rights Project at the American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU) and the second female 
judge of the Supreme Court. The documentary 
titled RBG (2018), about her life, may prove 
especially inspiring for female students. Then 
discuss the following anecdote. Ginsburg recalls 
that her mother, who died of cancer when she 
graduated from high school, gave her two pieces 
of advice. Be a lady, which meant not giving in 
to unnecessary emotion, such as anger. And be 
independent. That meant, Ginsburg said, it will 
be great if Prince Charming comes along, but be 
prepared to fend for yourself if not. 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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Themes & Characters

u What is the moral or lesson of this tale? 
Sympathy is much easier to give than actual help. In order to 
successfully care for others, one must practice being less self-
centered and more emotionally grounded. That allows you to 
take a step back and not waste time on tears when action needs 
to be taken..

u How would you describe Martina’s personality? 

Martina is free-spirited but also vain and self-centered. Most 
people would probably save their new ribbon to wear on the next appropriate 
occasion or buy something more practical than a ribbon in the first place.  

u Martina chooses Ratón Pérez over her other suitors. Why do you think she 
chooses him and not Señor Gato, Señor Perro, or Señor Gallo? 

Because he does not ask her to marry directly, but to go out with him. He has been 
meaning to ask her for a long time, but he is shy and was afraid of asking her.

It’s worth analyzing the animal character types. Señor Gato is a cat. Cats hunt 
rodents (which protects homes from pests), and they offer companionship. Señor 
Perro is a dog, so he protects the home from invaders and also offers companionship. 
Señor Gallo, the rooster, wakes everyone up in the morning and helps to create the 
next generation of baby chicks. But what does a mouse do for a home?

u Why do you think the two birds cut off their beaks, the mourning dove cuts 
off her tail, the fountain stops her water, and Mariquita breaks her water jar? Are 
these actions useful to Martina or Ratón Pérez? 

To show empathy and sympathy towards 
Martina’s loss and pain. These actions 
reflect that they feel sorry for her and 
want to share her pain, but they are not 
practical because they do not provide 
any assistance.

u What is the twist or surprise 
ending of this fable? 

Ratón Pérez is actually not yet dead 
yet, and Doña Pepa rescues him.

u Match each character with the 
adjectives that best define him/her, and 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 

2
The Dragon Slayer: Folktales from Latin America

Story 2: Martina Martínez and Pérez the Mouse

 • Black = potential questions for lesson plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression

RL.4.1 Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text.

RL.4.2 Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

RL.4.3 Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., a 
character’s thoughts, words, or actions).

RL.5.1 Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

RL.5.2 Determine a theme of a story 
from details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond to 
challenges; summarize the text.

5.3 Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., 
how characters interact).

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, tone, 
or beauty of a text.

The subject of this lesson plan is the value 
of coming to the help of others rather than 
just show sympathy.
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find a panel that support your answer:

CHARACTER PERSONALITY SUPPORTING PANEL

Martina 
Martínez

Vain and 
shallow

p.17 panel 2

Ratón Pérez Polite, curious, 
disobedient

p.19 panel 4

Mariquita Self-centered p.24 panel 2

Doña Pepa Wise and 
action-oriented

p.25 panel 2

Literary Devices

u Fables are short stories that have distinctive features. Look at the list below 
and discuss how they either apply to or appear in the story.  

Moral lesson: The moral of this story is to stay grounded and offer help when 
action can be taken. To think first of what you can do for others (which is selfless 
and useful) instead of feeling sorry for yourself (which is selfish and useless).

Humor: Martina, a human, marries a tiny mouse.

Problem or dilemma (usually caused by a character trait or flaw): Ratón Pérez’s 
gluttony and disobedience cause the central problem in the story.

Resolution: Doña Pepa rescues Ratón Pérez and saves his life.

Anthropomorphism (animals and objects exhibiting human characteristics): 
Fables often use animals who can speak or reason as the main characters. All the 
animals, as well as a fountain, in this story have human emotions.

Simple structure (a fable follows the classic narrative structure of setup, conflict: 
and resolution): The setup introduces the main plot elements on pages 16 
through 19, the conflict arises on pages 20-24, and a resolution is found on page 
25.

u As fables are often passed down through oral tradition, poetry helps to 
make them more entertaining and memorable. Ask your students to write their 
own poem version of the story. 

This example is written from Mariquita’s perspective: 
Ratón Pérez fell into the soup, 
reaching for a golden onion
Martina Martínez is crying her heart out,
And to show our sorrow, 
the little birds cut off their beaks, 
the mourning dove her tail, 
the fountain stopped her water from flowing, 
and I broke my clay jar.

u Ask students to write a poem about the story that utilizes a pattern of 
repetition.

The three suitors propose to Martina and then are rejected by her in a very 
similar, almost identical way that is presented to the reader in a recurrent 4-panel 
sequence pattern on p. 17 panels 2-6 (for the first suitor, Señor Gato), on p. 
18 panels 1-4 (for the second suitor, Señor Perro), and last on page 18, panels 
5-6, page 19, panels 1-2 (for the third suitor, Señor Gallo). Then, that pattern is 
broken by Ratón Pérez on p. 19, panels 3-6. This repetition also applies to the 
way the villagers show sympathy by harming themselves until Doña Pepa breaks 
the pattern.

Point out to students that poetry often uses repetition and rhyming patterns that 
work in a similar way..

17

BUENAS TARDES, 
MARTINA. HOW LOVELY 
YOU LOOK TODAY.

IT MUST BE MY 
NEW RIBBON THAT HAS 
CAUGHT YOUR EYE.

UMMM... 
HOW WOULD YOU 
SING OUR BABIES 

TO SLEEP?

WOULD 
YOU LIKE TO 
MARRY 
ME?

OH NO, 
YOU WOULD 
ONLY SCARE 

THEM.

SHE TOOK A WARM BATH, PUT ON HER PRETTIEST 
DRESS, AND TIED THE RIBBON ON HER HEAD.

FEELING VERY GOOD ABOUT HERSELF, SHE TOOK HER 
FAVORITE CHAIR OUTSIDE AND SAT IN FRONT OF HER HOUSE.

SEÑOR GATO CAME 
STROLLING BY.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   17 9/20/17   6:32 PM
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Page Layout, Panels, Balloons & Lettering

u Looking at the overall page layout, we see that they are mostly divided 
into six-panel grids, with some exceptions. What 
are the exceptions and what is their effect on the 
storytelling?

The six-panel grid gives a uniform pace to the 
narrative. Panels 1 through 6 on p. 21 break the 
grid to show a more fluid sequence. The three 
panels in a row have the effect of expanding time. 
They imply that more action occurs within a 
similar time frame. The last big panel on p. 25, 
panel 6, also stands out. It shows all the characters 
together at once, and it shows them in silhouette. 
It has more graphic weight. In other words, it 
draws the eye because of the black-filled images, 
high color contrast, and the different shape and 
size of the panel. 

u Which panels in the story would you say 
have greater graphic weight than the others, and why? 
Page 22, panel 4; page 23, panel 5; and page 25, panel 6. The use of black 
silhouettes creates high contrast that draws the reader's attention. Any panel 
that grabs the reader’s eye more than the rest as a result of distinct visual 
devices would be a correct answer. Almost all 
of page 21 is visually distinct because of the 
break in the grid, the close-ups, and the bold, 
white plume of steam that runs throughout.

u Comics can uniquely depict 
onomatopoeic sound effects in a way that 
enhance the sound in the reader’s mind. Find 
the panels in which the cartoonist has used 
them and discuss the effect they have. 

On p. 17 panel 5, p. 18 panel 3, p. 19 panel 1,  
p. 21 panel 1, p. 22 panel 1. These sound effects 
provide an aural accompaniment to 

a narrative sequence and help the reader 
more fully understand what is happening.

u What other sounds effects, apart from 
onomatopoeic sounds, are used in this 
book? Musical notes represent the sound of 
music on page 25.

u Motion lines are another useful tool 
cartoonists use to enhance a story. Ask 
students to find examples.

P. 16 panel 1, p. 21 panel 7, p. 22 panels 3 
and 5, p. 24 panels 2 and 6, p. 25 panel 3.

Page 25, panel 6

Page 25, top three panels

2 Visual Expression

RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, 
drama, prose, etc. Refer to the structural elements 
when writing or speaking about a text.

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a 
story or drama and a visual or oral presentation of 
the text, identifying where each version reflects 
specific descriptions and directions in the text.

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements 
contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text.

RL.5.5 Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
stanzas, etc,. fits together to provide the overall 
structure of a story.

RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

RI.5.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 

The 6-panel grid
16

ONE BRIGHT SUNDAY MORNING, 
MARTINA MARTÍNEZ DECIDED IT 
WAS THE PERFECT DAY FOR 
SPRING CLEANING.

AS SHE WAS SWEEPING A 
CORNER OF THE HOUSE...

A SHINY 
SILVER COIN! HOW 

LUCKY I AM!

A SHINY 
SILVER COIN TO SPEND 

ON ANYTHING I 
WANT.

NO, I ’LL EAT 
IT AND HAVE 
NOTHING 
LEFT.

NO, I ’LL 
EAT THEM AND 
HAVE NOTHING 

LEFT.

HOW ABOUT 
SOME 

CHOCOLATES?

WHAT 
SHALL I 
BUY?

I  KNOW. 
I ’LL BUY ROCK 

CANDY.

ONCE SHE WAS DONE CLEANING, SHE WENT TO THE 
STORE TO SEE WHAT MIGHT CATCH HER EYE.

SHE CAME 
HOME WITH A 
BEAUTI FUL RED 
RIBBON.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   16 9/20/17   6:31 PM

Page 22, panel 4

22

MARTINA 
MARTÍNEZ, WHY ARE 

YOU CRYING?

TO SHOW OUR 
SORROW, WE WILL CUT 

OFF OUR BEAKS.

LITTLE BIRDS, 
WHAT HAPPENED TO 

YOUR BEAKS?

MY DEAR RATÓN PÉREZ 
FELL   INTO THE SOUP POT TRYING TO 

EAT A GOLDEN ONION.

TWO LITTLE BIRDS  SAW 
MARTINA CRYING ON 
HER DOORSTEP.

AND SO 
THEY DID.

THE MOURNING DOVE 
SAW THE LITTLE BIRDS WITH 
THEIR BEAKS CUT OFF.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   22 9/20/17   6:33 PM
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Variations on "Martina Martínez and  
Pérez the Mouse"

u "Martina Martínez and Ratón Pérez" is a popular Hispanic fable, of which 
there are many different retellings. In some adaptations Martina Martínez is an 
ant, a cockroach, or a butterfly rather than a rat, and in others Ratón Pérez is 
saved by an owl. Ask students to find other versions, then compare and contrast 
between retellings. How do they think the differences came about, and why?  
Do these variations change the moral of the story?

Fables vs. Fairytales

u Fables and fairytales are both stories aimed at children, but they have 
some key differences summarized in the chart below.

Fable Fairytale Both

Children are the primary audience. x

Sharing a moral lesson is the story’s main 
objective. x

Entertainment is the story’s main objective. x

Characters tend to be animals or 
embodiments of elements of nature. x

There tend to be fantastical and magical 
characters, such as witches, fairies, dwarfs, etc. x

Aesop’s stories are popular examples. x

Grimm Brothers’ stories are popular 
examples. x

These stories are present in nearly all 
civilizations. x

These stories are examples of traditional 
storytelling. x

A battle between good and evil always takes 
place. x

Color & Drawings

u Examine the way the cartoonist, Jaime Hernandez, has depicted the three 
female characters: Martina, Mariquita, and Doña Pepa. What can you infer about 
them from their facial expressions, body language, and style of dress?

u Ask students to analyze the story’s illustration 
style. It will be helpful to guide them with the 
following questions.

Is the line art sketchy, with lots of little lines, or 
fluid strokes?
Are the areas of color shaded or flat?
Is the style old-fashioned (like something from 
the past) or modern (like images produced more 
recently)? Remind them that you’re referring to the 

way it’s drawn, not whether the story is from the past.
Are the images cluttered or clean?  
Is it playful or serious?

38

A nother example of a female rescuer is Doña Pepa, 
the woman healer in the tale of martina martínez 
and pérez the mouse. She's the only character who 

knows how to save Pérez from drowning. While this particular 
version of the tale is written by the children’s book author 
Alma Flor Ada, the story of Ratón Pérez’s marriage is one of 
the most popular and best loved folktales in Hispanic and 
Latino culture. Different storytellers make Martina into a 
cockroach, an ant, or a rat. In some versions, Pérez isn’t rescued 
at the end – making this story perfect for sharing at a velorio, 
or wake. The velorio is an all-night meeting of friends and 
family after someone dies. Tradition holds that if someone 
falls asleep at the velorio, the soul of the recently departed 
person will enter his or her body, so everyone in attendance 
from abuelas (grandmothers) to traveling farm workers tells 
thrilling stories to keep the group awake. Storytellers use 
gestures, facial expressions, different voices, and many jokes to 
prevent their audience from dozing off.  

Pérez and 
Martina by Pura 
Delpré, 1932, was 
the first Spanish-
language book for 
children published 
by a mainstream 
U.S. press.

Below: El velorio / The Wake by Francisco Oller, painted in 1893, hangs in the 
Museum of Anthropology and History of the University of Puerto Rico.

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   38 9/20/17   6:37 PM
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3 Further Research

RL.4.9 Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics (e.g., opposition 
of good and evil) and patterns of events (e.g., 
the quest) in stories, myths, and traditional 
literature from different cultures.

RI.4-5.9 Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to write or 
speak about the subject knowledgeably.

W.4-5.1 Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting point of view with reasons 
and information.

W.4-5.2 Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.

W.4-5.3 Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events using 
effective technique, descriptive details, and 
clear event sequences.

W.4-5.7 Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through investigation 
of different aspects of a topic.
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u Ask students to research the following stories and explain whether 
they are fables or fairytales based on the table above.
Beauty and the Beast     Fairytale

The Tortoise and the Hare     Fable

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs    Fairytale

The Bat and the Weasels     Fable

The Princess and the Pea     Fairytale

The Monkey and the Camel    Fable

The Snow Queen     Fairytale

The Ass in the Lion's Skin     Fable

Sleeping Beauty     Fairytale

Cinderella      Fairytale

The Fox and the Hedgehog    Fable

The Sick Lion      Fable

u Point out the role of the title page for each of the three stories in the 
book. Ask students to conceive of and sketch out ideas for a book cover or 
title page that would represent this story.

A story by  ALMA FLOR ADA from the book “Tales Our Abuelitas Told”

JAIM_v49_toC&C_092017.indd   15 9/20/17   6:31 PM

SL.4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud 
or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, 
quantitatively, and orally.

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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Themes & Characters

u How would you describe Tup’s personality? Which panels support your 
opinion?  
Lazy (page 27, panel 6); clever (page 31, panel 4); bold and somewhat violent with 
the ants (page 30, panel 3)

u What kind of negative adjectives are used to refer to Tup?  
Idle, lazy, worthless.

u Could you find any other synonyms for lazy?  
Inactive, indolent, slothful, workshy. 

u How does Tup's appearance differ from that of his brothers'? 
Tup is much shorter and less muscular than his brothers. He wears more modern 
clothes, like a cap.

u The two older brothers behave in the same way and look almost the same. 
Why? 
They represent people who don't think for themselves. They follow orders literally, 
even when they don't understand what they have to do. They look almost the same 
to reflect their lack of individuality. 

u How does Tup's family feel about him and how do they treat him?  
Tup's family assumes that he's lazy and treats him accordingly. Even before 
checking the crops, his father-in-law assumed that he was not doing any work. 
They punish him through insults and by giving him smaller portions of food. 

uMatch each character with the adjective that best defines him/her and find a 
panel to support your answer: (only one example is given below but there are many 
more.)

CHARACTER PERSONALITY SUPPORTING PANEL

Tup Lazy p. 27 panel 6
Brothers Obedient p. 28 panel 4
Ants Hard-working p. 33 panel 6
Father-in-law Bossy p. 28 panel 1

u What kind of family relationships are portrayed in this folktale? Do men and 
women have different roles? 

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 

The Dragon Slayer: Folktales from Latin America

Story 3: Tup and the Ants

 • Black = potential questions for lesson plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression

The subject of this lesson plan is the value of 
cleverness and of not following instructions
literally.

RL.4.1 Refer to details and example in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.
RL.4.2 Determine a theme of a story from details in 
the text; summarize the text.
RL.4.3 Describe in depth a character, setting or 
event in a story, drawing on specific details in the 
text (e.g., a character’s thoughts, words, or actions).
RL.4.6 Compare and contrast the point of view 
from which different stories are narrated, including 
the difference between first- and third-person 
narrations.
RL.5.2 Determine a theme of a story from details 
in the text,
including how the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize the text.
RL.5.3 Compare and contrast two or more char-
acters, settings, or events in a story, drawing on 
specific details in the text (e.g., how characters
interact).
RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia ele-
ments contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty 
of a text.
RI.4.5 Describe the overall structure (e.g., chronol-
ogy, comparison, cause/effect, problem/solution) of 
events, ideas, concepts, or information in a text or 
part of a text.
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It is a traditional farmer family. 
Men and women have very different 
roles: men go to work the fields, and 
women are in charge of household 
duties. Sons and daughters have to 
obey their parents or elders and do as 
they say.

u Food is a key and recurring 
motif in this folktale. Why? 

Tup and his brothers are rewarded 
with food for doing work. The 
quantity and quality of the food they 
receive depends on how productive 

they've been. Food is a basic need for any living creature, even more so in 
societies that rely heavily on agriculture to survive. Tup and his brothers 
have an enormous responsibility: to grow enough corn to feed the whole 
family. The parents-in-law use food as a tool to control their sons-in-law. 

u What is the twist or surprise ending of this folktale?

Tup is the only one who has grown enough corn to feed the family. For the 
first time, they praise him and offer him a big feast and serve him chicken.

u What is the moral or lesson of this folktale? 

The moral of the story seem a bit ambiguous at first, since the lazy guy 
gets rewarded. But while Tup's brothers contribute to the family's efforts 
through their physical strength, Tup contributes by coming up with new 
ideas. There's something to be said for being smart and using one's mind.
Tup is clever enough to trade food for labor. He establishes a partnership 
with the ants, and eventually this pays off.

u Can you think of any other purpose this story may serve beyond its 
moral lesson?

It serves the practical purpose of imparting the fundamentals of farming 
techniques that date back to the Mayans and Aztecs. It's an entertaining 
way to pass on information through generations, and the humor makes the 
information easier to assimilate.

u Can you explain the method Tup’s family uses to plant and harvest 
corn? 

First, farmers cut down trees and plants, and the entire area to be planted 
is burned down. Then, the farmers plant the corn seeds on the resulting 
rich ash. When the corn is fully grown, it is harvested and roasted in earth 
ovens

Literary Devices

u The ants in this folktale can speak and reason. What is the name of 
this literary device?

Anthropomorphism: The attribution of human traits, emotions or 
intentions to nonhuman entities. 

u A common element in folktales is the repetition of a pattern/action. 
Does this narrative rule apply to this folktale?

Yes, it does. The three brothers go to the fields four times, repeating the 
same sequence: first they are sent to the field with food, where they have 
to complete a task, then they come back and they receive more food. 
Folktales are passed down orally, and repetitive structures make stories 
easier to remember. They also help emphasize ideas, and they contribute to 
dramatic effects.

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
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u Folktales tend to share some common characteristics.  Do you think the 
following apply to "Tup and the Ants?"

Flat characters with exaggerated characteristics Yes
The hero/heroine is usually honorable, couragous, unselfish, and caring No
The hero/heroine has a special power No
At the end, the hero is rewarded Yes
Takes place in the past (usually long ago) Yes
The plot is simple, though interesting Yes
It is narrated in the first person No
It is narrated in the third person Yes
Reflects on human strengths and weaknesses Yes
The reader is led to new insights Yes

Color & Drawings

u How would you describe the style of the cartoonist’s drawings?
Jaime Hernandez uses clean, sharp lines and a spare and elegant drawing style. It's 
"cartoony" rather than realistic and looks somewhat like animation.

u What is the predominant approach to color in this story? 
The colorist, Ala Lee, uses a variety of flat colors in pastel shades.

u How does the author notice the passage of time? 
Some panels have a text box or caption box indicating the passing of time (soon…, 
shortly after…, the time came to…, to last three days…, several days later…, when 
it was time to sow…, after planting…,the next day…). In some instances, only the 
darker colors indicate that it is nighttime.

u Comics convey mood, emotion and relevance through both textual and visual 
elements. Choose a few panels and analyze the use of shading, colors, and shifting 
perspective to convey the mood and emotion of the different characters. What mood 
is the cartoonist trying to evoke? How do the mood and emotions change throughout 
the story? What elements are emphasized by the framing and/or perspective?

Page Layout, Panels, Balloons & Lettering

u By looking at the overall layout of the pages, we can see that they are mostly 
divided into a six-panel grid with the exception of two big panels. In which pages 
can you find these two panels? What do they mean? 

The six-panel grid gives uniformity to the story and an even pace to the narrative. 
The first big panel is on page 32, to show the big field burning, and the second one 
is the last panel of the story, to show the big field again but this time with the corn 
ready to be harvested, establishing the contrast between the two images.

u An important characteristic of graphic stories that it is unique to comics 
is the use of onomatopoeic sound effects. However, there is only one example of 
onomatopoeia used in "Tup and the Ants," although it's repeated throughout.Find 
the panels where the cartoonist has used it and discuss its effect. 

RL.4.5 Explain major differences between poems, 
drama, prose, etc. Refer to the structural elements 
when writing or speaking about a text.

RL.4.7 Make connections between the text of a story 
or drama and a visual or oral presentation of the 
text, identifying where each version reflects specific 
descriptions and directions in the text.

RL.5.7 Analyze how visual and multimedia elements 
contribute to the meaning, tone, or beauty of a text.

RL.5.5 Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
stanzas, etc., fits together to provide the overall 
structure of a story.

RI.4.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

RI.5.4 Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text. 
(Here, art and comics vocabulary)

2 Visual Expression

32

SEVERAL DAYS LATER... THE OLDER TWO WERE SENT OFF WITH LARGE SUPPLIES OF 
CORN SOUP AND HONEY. BUT BECAUSE HE WAS LAZY, TUP GOT 
A SMALLER PORTION OF EACH.

THE OLDER BOYS GATHERED UP WOOD CHIPS 
AND TWIGS AND MADE A MEASLY FIRE.

TUP TOOK HIS HONEY AND CORN SOUP TO THE ANTS’ NEST.

THE FIELDS SHOULD BE DRY 
BY NOW. THE THREE OF YOU GO 

AND BURN THE BRUSH.

YOU MAY HAVE 
THIS IF YOU BURN 

MY FIELD.
DONE!

YES, 
PAPÁ .
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The only onomatopoeic sign used is the ZZZZZ to represent the act of sleeping. 
It is used as a graphic element. The special lettering draws attention to it, and 
reinforces the impact of what is happening. 

u The colorist, Ala Lee, decided to style captions in their own boxes with a 
beige background at the top of panels, whereas in the other two stories they simply 
float over the existing background. Why do you think Ala made this choice? 

There are considerably more captions in this story, which makes the third-person 
narrator's voice feel more significant. The distinct look reflects this feeling.

Setting

u Folktales are linked to specific places, times, and cultures. Can you guess the 
setting of this story? What clues support your idea? 

This folktale takes place in a rural area, probably in Mexico. Tup’s father-in-law 
wears a wide-brimmed straw hat, whose style originated in Mexico. The food they 
eat is classic Mexican food: tortillas and corn soup. We know they're in a rural 
area because the characters are farmers. You might also point out the Aztec and 
Maya motifs on page 3 and throughout the book. (The diversity and widespread 
geographic distribution of Latin America stories is discussed in the introduction.) 

Maize: The 
Foundation of a 
Culture

u Cultural Heritage
For Mexican people, corn/maize is not just a commodity. Growing maize is a 
national heritage with deep symbolic values. Research why corn has been the 
main crop in Mexico since ancient times, and then write a short essay on the 
importance of corn.

u Art
Mexican artist Diego Rivera depicted the traditional methods for farming corn in 
many of his murals. Research his work to find examples. Describe what you see, 
what you feel when you look at them, and what you believe the artist is trying to 
convey.  The following two paintings are ideal for this exercise: La fiesta del maíz / 
The Maize Festival (1924); Mujer moliendo maíz / Woman Grinding Maize (1924).

u Environmental Studies
More and more, the value of ancient techniques of all sorts are being rediscovered 
in modern societies. Ask 
students to research the 
small-scale farming technique 
called milpa, which produces 
relatively large crop yields 
while avoiding the use of 
artificial pesticides and 
fertilizers. Have them describe 
the process to fellow students.

31

TUP SHOWED THEM WHERE TO MAKE THE CORNFIELD 
AND WENT BACK TO HIS SHELTER TO SLEEP.

ALL THE ANTS CAME OUT TO WORK THAT NIGHT, AND, SINCE 
THERE WERE SO MANY OF THEM, THEY WERE ABLE TO CUT 
DOWN ALL THE TREES AND BUSHES IN THREE DAYS.

INSTEAD OF CLEARING THE FOREST, THE BROTHERS WERE 
MAKING HOLES IN THE TREE TRUNKS.

WITH ALL THAT 
DONE, I CAN HEAD 

BACK HOME.

I WONDER 
HOW MY BROTHERS 

ARE DOING.

HERE COMES LAZY 
BONES, THE LAST TO GO 

 AND THE FIRST TO RETURN . 

AND HERE COME MY 
HARD WORKERS. GIVE THEM 

SOME CHICKEN .

DON’T GIVE 
HIM ANYTHING 

TO EAT. 

WHAT FOOLS! WHEN THE OLD MAN 
SAID, "CUT TREES," HE MEANT CUT THEM 

DOWN, NOT JUST "CUT THEM."
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THE OLD MAN THOUGHT THE TREMENDOUS CLOUD OF SMOKE 
FROM TUP’S FIELD WAS COMING FROM WHERE THE OLDER 
BROTHERS WERE WORKING, SO WHEN TUP RETURNED 
HOME, HE AGAIN SCOLDED HIM.

THE ANTS WENT TO WORK. TUP WENT TO TAKE A NAP.

THE OLDER BROTHERS PLANTED A LITTLE OF THEIR SEED 
CORN BENEATH THE TREES, BUT THEY LEFT MOST OF IT IN 
A STORAGE HUT THEY HAD BUILT IN THE FOREST. THE REST 
THEY HID IN A HOLLOWED-OUT TREE TRUNK.

WHEN IT WAS TIME TO SOW, THE OLDER BROTHERS TOOK 
THREE MULES LOADED WITH SEED CORN. 
TUP TOOK ONLY ONE.

TUP TOOK H IS SEEDS TO THE ANTS.

THIS SMALL SACK IS NOT 
ENOUGH. THE FIRE HAS SPREAD 
FAR BEYOND THE CLEARED AREA.

YOU CAN FIN D 
MORE SEED IN MY BROTHERS’ 

STOREHOUSE. LET’S 
GO, 
MEN.

THE LAND TO 
BE PLANTED IS NOW 

ENORMOUS.
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RI.4-5.9 Integrate information from 
several texts on the same topic in 
order to write or speak about the 
subject knowledgeably.
W.4-5.1 Write opinion pieces on topics 
or texts, supporting point of view with 
reasons and information.
W.4-5.2 Write informative/explanatory 
texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.
W.4-5.7 Conduct short research 
projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.

Mujer moliendo maíz / 
Woman Grinding Maize, 
by Diego Riviera (1924).

© TOON Books – The Dragon Slayer Lesson Plan 
DIEGO RIVERA

3 Further Research

39

It is part of the oral tradition for the 
performer to embroider the tale and make it 
his or her own. Storytellers like to use stock 
phrases to capture their audience's attention 
when they start and end their stories. Here 
are some of them, in Spanish and English:

¿Quieres que te cuente un cuento? 
Do you want to hear a story? 
Había una vez.../ Érase una vez… 
Once upon a time...
Hace mucho tiempo... 
A long time ago...
Cuentan que... 
The story goes that...
En un país muy lejano... 
In a far-off land...
En la tierra del olvido, donde de nada nadie se 
acuerda, había... 
In the land where all is forgotten, 
where no one remembers anything, 
there was...
...y colorín colorado,  
este cuento se ha acabado. 
...and so, my fine-feathered friend,  
now the story has found an end.
...y vivieron felices para siempre. 
...and everyone lived happily ever after.

Every popular folktale contains both moral lessons (like the 
importance of bravery) and practical lessons (like how to 
behave after a loved one dies). tup and the ants teaches 

both, too: it shows those who hear it the value of cleverness and 
of not following instructions literally, but it also informs them 
on how to plant their crops. Tup’s story comes from the Yucatán 
Peninsula in southeastern Mexico, where, in ancient times, crops 
such as corn and tomatoes were first cultivated. Spanish colonists 
introduced these and many other fruits and vegetables to the rest 
of the world, and they are now found almost everywhere. Aztec 
and Maya farmers used a traditional practice called milpa to plant 
crops. Even today, just like Tup, milpa farmers, or milperos, cut 
down and burn patches of the rain forest in order to create rich, 
fertile land for growing corn. The farmers also rotate their crops 
to make sure not to exhaust the soil. This method takes a lot of 
patience and advance planning – much of it is explained in the 
story. 

Diego Rivera, a world-
renowned Mexican 
painter, depicted the tools 
and techniques of local 
methods of agriculture in 
many murals.  

Tup, Martina Martínez, Ratón Pérez 
and the dragon slayer all give us 
different lessons from the past and 

show us how to prepare for the future. The 
details of their stories may change from 
storyteller to storyteller, but the values they 
reflect – from faith to love to loyalty – are 
timeless.

TELL  
YOUR OWN STORY

From Tales Our Abuelitas Told, 
by F. Isabel Campoy and Alma Flor Ada
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the tOON educatiONal Outreach team:

Hsin Yu Chao, an illustrator and comic 
artist in her native Taiwan, is currently 
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Administration at Teachers College, 
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Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum.
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Lost in NYC: A Subway Adventure

CCSS-aligned Lesson Plan & Teacher’s Guide

TOON GRAPH ICS  FOR V ISUAL READERS

TOON Graphics are comics and 
visual narratives that bring the text 
to life in a way that captures young 
readers’ imaginations and makes 
them want to read on—and read 
more. 
The very economy of comic books 
necessitates the use of a reader’s 
imaginative powers. In comics, the 
images often imply rather than tell 
outright. Readers must learn to 
make connections between events 
to complete the narrative, helping 
them build their ability to visualize 
and to make “mental maps.” A comic 
book also gives readers a great deal 
of visual context that can be used to 
investigate the thinking behind the 
characters’ choices. 

Pay attention to 

the artist’s choices
Look carefully at the artwork: it offers 
a subtext that at first is sensed only on 
a subliminal level by the reader and 
encourages rereading. It creates a sense 

of continuity for the action, and it can 
tell you about the art, architecture, and 
clothing of a specific time period. It may 
present the atmosphere, landscape, and 
flora and fauna of another time or of 
another part of the world.
Facial expressions and body language 
reveal subtle aspects of characters’ 
personalities beyond what can be 
expressed by words. 

READ AND REREAD!
Readers can compare comic book artists’ 
styles and evaluate how different authors 
get their point across in different ways. In 
investigating the author’s choices, a young 
reader begins to gain a sense of how all 
literary and art forms can be used to 
convey the author’s central ideas.
The world of TOON Books, TOON 
Graphics, and of comic book art is rich 
and varied. Making meaning out of 
reading with the aid of visuals may be the 
best way to become a lifelong reader, one 
who knows how to read for pleasure and 
for information—a reader who loves to 
read.
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In addition to providing students with the tools to master verbal literacy, 
each TOON Graphic offers a unique focus on visual learning. The 21st 
Century has seen a shift where literacy has been redefined to include visual 
literacy. Our unique lesson plans and teacher’s guides help instructors and 
students alike develop the vocabulary and framework necessary to discuss 
visual expressions, structure, and meaning in the classroom. 

For schools that follow the ELA Common Core, TOON Graphics lesson 
plans offer examples of how to best utilize our books to satisfy a full range of 
state standards. The Common Core’s learning goals outline what a student 
should know and be able to do at the end of each grade, and were created 
to ensure that all students graduate from high school with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to succeed in college, career, and life, regardless of 
where they live. Though this book can be used in any grade, we focused this 
lesson plan on state standards for grades 4 and 5. Quenstions included in 
this guide fulfill the following standards:
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Literature (RL).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending literature independently 
and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Reading: Informational Text (RI).4-5.1-10
Students build skills in reading and comprehending informational texts 
independently and proficiently. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.1
Students engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-
one, in groups, and teacher led) with diverse partenrs, building on others’ 
ideas and expressing their own clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.2
Students summarize a text read aloud or information presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Speaking and Listening (SL).4-5.4
Students report on a topic or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically 
and usng appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main 
ideas or themes.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.1
Students write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view 
with reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.2
Students write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey 
ideas and information clearly.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY. Writing (W).4-5.7
Students conduct short research projects that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of a topic.

LITERACY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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Characters and Communication

u How would you describe Pablo and Alicia as characters? Pay special at-
tention to the way they communicate and the things they say. How are they 
similar, how are they different? Explain your thoughts. 

Alicia looks at things from a positive perspective. On page 7, when her class-
mate complains about Mondays, Alicia replies by saying, “No, it’s field trip 
day!” Alicia also values friendships and reflects on her feelings. Note that 
even after she is separated from Pablo (pages 28-29) she still thinks about 
him and worries. 

Pablo, however, tends to avoid personal topics and talking about his feel-
ings. Note how he gets upset when they are in a challenging situation (pages 
24-25) and withdraws from the conversation (he often responds with “what-
ever”). 

 • Black = potential questions for course plans
 • Gray = feedback for teachers. 

1 Verbal Expression
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.1
Refer to details and example in a 
text when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, 
setting or event in a story, drawing 
on specific details in the text (e.g., 
a character’s thoughts, words, or 
actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how 
the characters in a story or drama 
respond to challenges; summarize 
the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details 
in the text (e.g., how characters 
interact).

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular  
units listed below.
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Guide students through a discussion about how personal backgrounds can 
have an impact on our communication styles and personalities. As a young 
person who has been moved around a lot, Pablo’s first impulse is to avoid 
getting too familiar with the city and his new classmates (page 25). Alicia 
may not have had such difficult experiences, so her relentless positivity may 
seem annoying or insensitive to Pablo. On page 25, when she insists that 
“everybody wants a friend,” she may fail to understand the complexity of 
Pablo’s experiences and feelings.

u Do the characters change over the course of the story? If so, how? 

Pablo becomes more open and more expressive, beginning with his admis-
sion on page 30 that “I should have paid attention to Alicia.” Following that, 
he asks a stranger for help (page 30), admits he is feeling lonely (page 31), 
expresses affection for Alicia (page 35, “there’s my friend”), accepts respon-
sibility for getting them lost (page 36), and, finally, thanks Alicia for her 
support (page 37). By the end, at the top of the Empire State Building, Pablo 
is able to feel at home in the new city, with a new friend. 

u Look at the scene where Pablo joins the class for the first time (page 
9). Talk about the character Charlie’s behavior and discuss how you would 
feel in Pablo’s position. How does this interaction effect Pablo’s behavior in 
the book? Have you ever encountered a teasing situation? How did/do you 
feel and why? 

Experts agree that verbal abuse, teasing, and bullying have a prolonged ef-
fect on young people. Charlie makes fun of Pablo for having a teddy bear 
in his bag, and for being partnered with Alicia. But, perhaps most impor-

tantly, Charlie makes 
Pablo feel like an 
outsider, not part of 
the “group,” not one 
of their “friends.” It is 
not hard to imagine 
that this experience 
(which happens as 
soon as he sets foot 
in the classroom) 
causes Pablo to put 
up some walls be-
tween himself and 
the other classmates. 
This is only wors-
ened on the next 
spread (page 11), 
when Pablo makes 
the mistake about 
the “X” train, caus-
ing others to laugh 
at him. Ask students 
how they would 
react if they were 
teased. If they were 
Alicia, what could be 
done to help Pablo or 
to stop the teasing?

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.6
Compare and contrast the point of 
view from which different stories are 
narrated, including the difference 
between first- and third-person 
narrations.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.6
Describe how a narrator’s or speaker’s 
point of view influences how events are 
described.
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Hierarchy of Needs

u According to Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of 
needs,” in order to achieve our full potential, we must 
first cultivate a safe environment and a community of 
friends. Refer to the diagram on the left. How do these 
ideas apply to this story? Identify some moments in this 
story when the characters’ psychological needs are not 
fulfilled. What happens after those moments?

Pablo begins the story with his need for friends 
unfulfilled, but his confidence takes a blow as well 
when he makes mistakes on pages 11 (the “X” train) 
and 19 (when he gets on the wrong train). After these 
experiences, Pablo feels both lonely and embarrassed. 
He responds by shutting down (saying “I know that” 
and “whatever”), but the accumulating experiences fill 
him with frustration. Note on page 24 when he says “I 
hate this school, this trip, this partner, and this whole 
city!” Alicia also experiences frustration and a decrease 
of confidence after making the train mistake. She calls 

Pablo a “dummy” and tells him it’s his fault. Both characters lash out when 
their need for friendship and accomplishment is not fulfilled.

u Identify some moments in this story when Pablo and Alicia’s psycho-
logical needs are fulfilled. What happens after those moments?

An important moment for Pablo in the story occurs on page 30, when he 
realizes that he has successfully navigated his way through the city. This 
increase in self-confidence helps him respect the value of Alicia’s friendship, 
and leads him to change his attitude toward her. Reunited at the Empire 
State Building, each proud of their accomplishments in finding their way 
there, both Alicia and Pablo are filled with feelings of friendship and self 
actualization in the final moments of the story.

Words and Metaphors

u Toward the end of the story, when Pablo finds the Empire State Build-
ing on his own after his mini-adventure in the city/subway system, he says 
“not so bad, me.” How does this sentence make you feel? Why? Why do you 
think the author had Pablo say this sentence in this situation?

By saying “not so bad, me,” Pablo is regaining control over his life and 
finding order in the chaotic world of the new city. He is able to build self-
confidence through encouragement and positive reinforcement. This is the 
first time Pablo uses positive language and it marks a transition in his re-
lationship with Alicia. Have students discuss what it took to get Pablo to 
this moment of self-confidence. It seems that he needed to prove his own 
self-reliance to himself. Though both Pablo’s parents and Alicia were well 
meaning, they couldn’t understand that the most helpful thing would have 
been to let Pablo take care of himself. Have students identify some moments 
when they were proud of themselves for the things they accomplished on 
their own. What are some positive phrases they apply to themselves to help 
themselves feel strong and confident? 

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  
(pyramid representation)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, 
graphs, diagrams, time lines, animations, 
etc.) and explain how the information 
contributes to an understanding of the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.7
Draw on information from multiple print 
or digital sources, demonstrating an 
ability to locate an answer to a question 
quickly or to solve a problem efficiently.
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u Pay attention to the adjectives used throughout the book. How often 
do characters use the words “express” and “local”? What do these words 
mean, and how are they connected to the story and its themes?

The words “express” and “local,” used in reference to the subway trains, 
provide the plot device that sends Alicia and Pablo out into the city alone. 
But these concepts also emphasize the difference between Alicia and Pablo. 
Note that Pablo accidentally drags Alicia and himself onto the express train, 
and then Alicia puts them back on the local. Alicia is a city “local”—she 
knows every detail and every stop of the city subway system. Pablo, by con-
trast, is on the “express” track, jumping from city to city, frequently skipping 
stops. In the end, they have the makings of a good friendship, partly because 
of these differences. Like the subway’s local and express tracks, Pablo and 
Alicia each have their own unique speeds and personalities, and both have 
a place in the city.

u How often do the characters use 
the words “lonely” and “friend?” What 
do these words mean, and how are they 
connected to the story and its themes? 

Alicia is the character most associated 
with the word “friend.” From their first 
meeting, she is eager to become friends 
with Pablo (page 9). She can’t under-
stand that Pablo might want to be alone 
(pages 28-29). Pablo, by contrast, is the 
character most associated with the word 
“lonely.” On the second page (page 8), 
his mother worries that he will be lonely 
at school. Later, Alicia expresses it sev-

eral times (pages 25, 
27, 29), and Pablo fi-
nally articulates it him-
self on page 31 (“this is 
the loneliest…I’ve ever 
felt). But, at the end of 
the story (page 35), it is 
Pablo himself using the 
words “friend” and “home.” Pablo, in other words, learns to 
see that friendship is a precious tool for surviving in a fast 
and confusing environment. This speaks to the nature of 
New York City, which takes in many outsiders and people 
from different backgrounds. The city can be both inclusive 
(friendly) and exclusive (lonely), sometimes even at the 
same time.

u What does “friend” mean in the story? How does 
having friends make you feel? How do you make new 
friends? Is it different from the way Alicia and Pablo be-
come friends? 

Making friends means creating interpersonal connections 
and developing interpersonal attachments. As Pablo dis-
covers, we almost always need to feel secure and confident 
in order to truly open ourselves up to others and make 
friends. Friends help you expand your world and enrich 
your life. Just as Pablo and Alicia’s different attitudes and 
experiences begin to work in dialogue with each other, new 
friends can introduce each other to a wide range of ideas.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including those that allude to significant 
characters found in mythology.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative language such as 
metaphors and similes.
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u What does the word “lost” mean to you? What are 
some different ways that the characters are “lost” in this 
story? 

Although the characters are literally lost in the subway 
system, Pablo experiences loss in other, more emotional 
ways as well. As someone who’s had to give up his home 
several times, he arrives in NYC already lost. He feels that 
he has no connection to other people, and no control over 
his life (hence all the “whatever”s). When he finds his way, 
he also finds the confidence he needs to turn around his 
attitude about New York. Ask students about moments 
they have been lost, both literally and emotionally, and 
what tools they used to find their way. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.6
Compare and contrast a firsthand and 
secondhand account of the same event 
or topic; describe differences in focus 
and the information provided. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.6
Analyze multiple accounts of the 
same event or topic, noting important 
similarities and differences in the point 
of view they represent.

The City

u What does New York City mean in the story? What does it mean to 
you? What do you think the city meant to the author/illustrator? Note that 
the author is a New Yorker, while the illustrator is not from New York (he 
comes from Spain). 

The concept of a “city” in our mind is established from our own memo-
ries and experiences, therefore it differs from one person to another. But 
students will likely draw on some similar descriptors: big, fast, crowded, 
dirty, exciting, dangerous, etc. Ask them to find moments in the book that 
reinforce these impressions. If your students live in New York, ask them if 
they recognize the city as it is portrayed in this book. If they don’t live in 
New York, have students describe their own city or town. How do they think 
it might look to an outsider? What would they show a stranger in order to 
help them feel comfortable there?

u In the final moments of the 
story, Pablo declares that New 
York is “beginning to look a lot 
like home.” What does “home” 
mean to you? What does it stand 
for? What would this term mean 
to someone who has moved a lot? 

Home is often something that we 
have to find for ourselves. Part of 
growing older is learning to build 
“homes” in new environments 
(this is something that young 
people have to learn the hard way 
if they move to a new school). A 
home is much more than a place, 
it is really the feeling of comfort 
and community. In some ways, 
it could be seen as the place that 
guarantees the first four levels of 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs—it’s 
a place of safety and nourish-
ment, a place of community and 
family, and a place where you feel 
happy and confident.
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Word Balloons

u The artist utilizes a variety of styles to express the tone of sentences and 
words—using bold, italic, all caps, and larger sizes. Give several examples 
of each category, and compare them. Note that the largest font is used on 
pages 34-35, where Alicia and Pablo are reunited. Why do you think this 
might be?

Comics lettering is integral in determining how the reader interprets the 
emotions of the characters. Large, or loud-looking fonts can express both 
happiness and frustration, so we have to use other information (context 
clues and facial expressions) to complete the emotional picture. The reunion 
on pages 34-35 is a happy one, and marks the true climax of the narrative.

u Sometimes, there are more than just words in the word balloons. Look 
at page 16, where a diagram of the subway track is included in the first word 
balloon. Compare this word balloon with the overall composition of pages 
16-17. 

The word balloon is almost a miniature version of the 2 pages (which also 
show the express and local tracks). In the diagram, however, the division be-
tween local and express 
systems is rendered very 
clearly so the reader can 
understand the subway 
system construction. 
Ask students to compare 
this diagram with the 
cut-away illustration on 
page 45 (in the index). 
They will note that the 
diagram on page 16 is 
2 dimensional (x and 
y axis, side-to-side and 
forward-and-backward) 
whereas the illustration 
on page 45 introduces a 
z axis (up-and-down).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, 
graphs, diagrams, time lines, animations, 
etc.) and explain how the information 
contributes to an understanding of the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.7
Draw on information from multiple print 
or digital sources, demonstrating an 
ability to locate an answer to a question 
quickly or to solve a problem efficiently

2 Visual Expression

*The standards listed 
on the right are fulfilled 
by every question in 
this section. Additional 
standards may be listed 
in the gray sidebar on 
the left for particular 
units listed below.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.7
Make connections between the 
text of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
indentifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, prose, etc. Refer to 
the structural elements when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and mulitmedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, 
scenes, stanzas, etc. fits together to 
provide the overall structure of a 
story.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text. (Here, art and 
comics vocabulary)
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u Compare the diagram on page 16 to an architectural floor plan (see 
left). What are some similarities and differences between the two?

Explain to students how important it is for architects to first develop a floor 
plan or blueprint, so that they can execute the design. This was true in the 
construction of the subway, but it’s also true for the construction of a draw-
ing, or book. Have the students look at pages 43 and 46, where they can 
find earlier drafts of the artist’s illustrations. How do these sketches compare 
with blueprints? 

u Word balloons are 
both artistic and functional. 
Look carefully at the bal-
loons on pages 12-13, 14-
15, 26-27, 28-29, and 30-31. 
What do you see? Describe 
how the word balloons on 
these pages differ from one 
another. Pay attention to 
role of balloons in “guiding” 
the eye of the reader.
 
Word balloons often help 
guide the movement of the 
reader’s eyes to follow the 
action of the story. This is 
especially important in this 
story, because the word bal-
loons help the reader from 
getting lost in the dense urban landscapes, busy crowds, and quick actions 
of the adventure. On the aforementioned spreads, students may note that 
the balloons help guide the reader across physical space in a single scene 
(pages 12-13), through different events in time (pages 14-15), and in and 
out of traffic (pages 26-27, 28-29, 30-31). 

Panels

u Note there are several kinds of panels in the book. We 
see, for example, loose panels without any border or outline 
(pages 8-9), clearly defined grids with white space (also called a 
“gutter”) (pages 30-31), or pull-out panels in lined boxes (pages 
36-37 and pages 40-41). What do you notice about these pan-
els—how are they similar, how are they different?

These different types of panels each play with the relationship 
between unconfined and confined space, openness and closure, 
as well as the relationship between colors. On pages 8-9, the 
free-handed panels give an energetic but disorganized impres-
sion (matching the emotions of the characters); on pages 30-
31, the straight-cut panels resemble lines on a map, soundlessly 
limiting Pablo’s movement among the panels (except where his 
body breaks into the gutter as he lands on the 6 train). Pages 
36-37 and 40-41, by contrast, are designed to highlight the dif-
ference between emotional character interaction (the scenes in 
the panels) and background setting (the large image behind the 
panels).

Architectural Floor Plan



10

Color

u Look at the color palette of the book. Is it consistent? Does it change 
from scene to scene? Compare the color of the characters and backgrounds 
and describe any similarities and differences. Why did the artist make these 
choices?

The color palette of the book is mostly consistent. The background appears 
un-saturated (meaning it looks somewhat gray). The central characters, by 
contrast, are brighter, more colorful, and more-saturated, so they stand out 
from their environment. This is done for two reasons—first, to direct the eye 
to the figures and, second, to communicate the artist’s interpretation of New 
York City as a place that may appear cold, but is actually filled with human 
warmth. Students may be interested to note that the colorist of this book is 
Lola Moral, the wife and long-time collaborator of the artist Sergio García.

u Take a look at the colors used for each of the subway lines. List the dif-
ferent shades used by the MTA system and describe how these colors make 
you feel (or what they make you think of). If you live in NYC, which subway 

line is your favorite, and why? If not, which color is 
your favorite, and why? 

Colors have their own characteristics and are sci-
entifically proven to have effects on human psy-
chology/behavior. Colors also have their own 
unique cultural and social meanings. They also can 
be quite subjective, so while patterns may emerge, 
it is not uncommon for each individual to respond 
differently to a particular color. The study of these 
phenomena is called Color Psychology and has 
been around for hundreds of years. Students may 
enjoy building a chart of colors and their social 
meanings (such as black—death, green—envy (or 
“go”), red—love (or “stop”), yellow—happiness, 
etc.). Then have them reflect on their personal feel-
ings about colors.

u Note the unique panel design of pages 
24-25. What do you see? Have students ex-
plain the dual role of the gutter/white space 
in the composition. 

In this image, the gutters also serve the 
function of subway poles. If your students 
are from New York and are familiar with 
subway poles, let them talk about it. If your 
students are from outside of New York, 
compare the MTA’s subway car interior with 
your local subway or bus interiors. By filling 
a dual function as dividers and as a part of 
the scene, these panel borders actually add 
3-dimensionality and depth to the image 
(such as when Alicia’s ponytail appears in 
front of it).
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u What are the personalities of Alicia and Pablo? Do the colors of their 
clothing reflect their personalities? Why or why not? What is your favorite 
color to wear and why? Do you feel like you’re free to express who you are 
through what you wear? Are there clothes or colors that you are not sup-
posed to wear? Why or why not? Would you like to see those rules change?

Have students refer to their charts on colors and their social meanings. 
What associations do we have with the colors blue and yellow (Pablo) or 
pink and green (Alicia). Some students may note the gender stereotype in 
assigning blue and pink to these characters respectively. Engage students in 
a discussion of gender and color and let them share their thoughts without 
any judgments. Aside from gender, do the colors fit the characters’ person-
alities?

u Pablo and Alicia each have their own color palette, and 
this palette has a subtle effect on the background. Note on 
pages 28-29, for example, where Alicia is the main character, 
how the pink color of her clothes is echoed in red umbrellas, 
the red Macy’s logo, red lips, and a red soda ad. The yellow/
orange of her hair is echoes in the taxi cabs and several roof-
tops. On pages 30-31, by contrast, Pablo is the main charac-
ter, so a bluish color fills the spread (with blue subway seats, 
blue sky and green 6 train sign). What does this communi-
cate to the reader? 

The city, much like color, is quite subjective, so it is not sur-
prising to see a different color palette for “Alicia’s New York” 
and “Pablo’s New York.” Note that Alicia’s New York is also 
very crowded (with many friends or couples—including a 
pair of dogs!). Alicia, as discussed, is more relationship-ori-
ented, so her vision of the city is focused on people.

u The appearance of the solid blue/grey sky differs from page to page. 
Find every page in which the sky is visible and describe what it looks like 
(how it is framed and what color it appears). What is the function of the sky, 
visually? 

The sky can be understood 
as a metaphor/symbol of 
openness, and is set in con-
trast to the subway (which 
is “closed” and “under-
ground”). Visually, the sky 
allows the illustrations to 
“breathe,” and changes our 
sense of the city’s density. 
Compare pages with sky 
(page 30) to pages without 
sky (page 31). Note that the 
color of the sky changes as 
the story progresses, follow-
ing a realistic progression 
from morning to afternoon. 
Students may also note that 
we see a great deal of sky at the end of the book. The large sections of sky 
toward the end of the story do more than indicate the students’ journey up-
ward to the viewing platform of the Empire State Building. They also meta-
phorically reinforce the feeling of hope, confidence, and freedom that Pablo 
feels after his adventure in the city.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting 
or event in a story, drawing on specific 
details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story, 
drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how characters interact).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.
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Composition & Space

u The story is read from left to right, 
and the pages flip from right to left. 
Keeping this in mind, take a look at the 
following question: Which direction do 
Pablo and Alicia generally face? How is 
that relevant to the progress of the story? 
Can you tell the difference between situ-
ations in which Pablo faces right from 
situations in which he faces left? What 
about the scenes when he faces out, di-
rectly at the reader?
 
In this story, as in most comics, facing 
right generally means “looking or mov-
ing forward.” Facing left generally means 
“being held-back, encountering an ob-
stacle, or being difficult.” On pages 7-11, 
Alicia typically faces right while Pablo 

faces left. When Pablo faces the reader, however, it is usually a sign of one 
of two emotional states: retreating into himself and his feelings (page 9) 
or opening up to people (page 42). In real life as well, opening up and re-
treating into yourself can be seen as two sides of the same coin. They both 
require a moment of pause, some introspection, and an honest examination 
of feelings.

u Draw a diagram of the movement of characters within each 
page spread. Because the subway system is underground (and the 
Empire State Building is above ground), much of the movement 
may be categorized in terms of moving down or up. How does the 
visual movement of each page match the narrative movement of 
the story? 

Note the downward movement on pages such as 14-15, versus the 
upward movement in pages such as 36-39. Although the characters 
are literally moving “up” at the end of the story (to the Empire State 
Building), the movement is metaphorical as well. Pablo is breaking 
up out of the confines of his attitude and reservations and is start-
ing to realize how promising and positive his life can be. He even 
starts to open himself to Alicia and the idea of a “friend.” Positive 
attitudes are strongly connected with upward movement (at least 
metaphorically).

u In several scenes, the movement of the characters is split with-
in a single spread. In many cases, the architecture of the subway 
or city helps to keep the action separate. Take a close look at your 
diagrams for these pages (especially pages 18-19 and 26-27). How 
did the artist use the background environment as a kind of division 
to emphasize opposite movements?

These scenes are very important, because they mark moments in 
the story where characters get lost, or separated from one another. 
The artist underscores the way in which the city itself contributes 
to this range in direction. Truly, anyone who has tried to find their 
way within the New York subway knows that the entire system is 
built on the idea of people moving in many different directions at 
the same time. Just look at the rendering on page 45 of the index!

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.2
Determine a theme of a story from 
details in the text, including how the 
characters in a story or drama respond 
to challenges; summarize the text.
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u There are many arrows 
and indicators within the visuals 
themselves (especially the subway 
signs). Why do they exist, from 
your point of view? How do they 
play a role in guiding readers and 
marking the progress of the story? 

Students should note pages 16-19, 
where the arrows on the subway 
signs both foreshadow and explain 
the way in which Pablo and Alicia 
become separated from the group.

u Take a look at the perspective 
in each of the spreads, and identify the “vanishing point” of the image (see 
left image). Where do the characters move “in” to the vanishing point and 
where do they move “out” toward the reader? How does this make you feel?

Almost every spread has elements that move 
both in and out. On page 8, for example, the 
center panel is directed “in” (the movement 
recedes into the “vanishing point). In the 
upper and lower panels, however, the ac-
tion is directed outward, toward the reader. 
Note that these images still have a left to 
right movement overall, which is necessary 
to guide the reader from panel to panel. An 
even more complex example is on pages 
26-27, where both Alicia and Pablo move 
toward the reader, and then recede back 
into the vanishing point (one above ground, 
and the other below). In your discussion of 
perspective, students may be interested to 
note pages with unusual perspective (such 
as pages 32-33, with a 2-dimensional map, 
or 22-23 which has a downward-facing per-
spective).

u Take a look at the perspective and 
movement on pages 38-39. Do you find this 
page impressive? Why or why not? How 
does the visual composition contribute to 
your feelings and reflect the narrative of this 
part of the story? 

Pages 38-39 move upwards into the vanish-
ing point of the sky. This is one of the few 
pages at this angle, so it catches our eye with 
its unique structure. The design emphasizes 
upward, hopeful movement, which matches 
the positive attitude shift on the part of the 
protagonists. Potential drawing exercise: 
recreate pg.38+39 based on the text. As a 
potential drawing exercise, you can ask stu-
dents to recreate this page with a different 
design. Are there any other elements/things 
they think might supplement this page? Is 
there anything that could be removed from 
the composition? Why or why not?

Perspective Diagram

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.4.3
Describe in depth a character, setting 
or event in a story, drawing on specific 
details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a 
story, drawing on specific details in the 
text (e.g., how characters interact).
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.5
Describe the overall structure 
(chronology, comparison, cause/effect, 
problem/solution) of events, ideas, 
concepts, or information in a text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.5
Compare and contrast the overall 
structure (chronology, comparison, 
cause/effect, problem/solution) of 
events, ideas, concepts, or information 
in two or more texts (or parts of a text).

Time

u After the three spatial dimensions, time is considered the fourth di-
mension. How do you perceive the progress of time throughout the story? 
Come up with examples, and elaborate.

The passage of time is a deeply important part of comics story telling. Ask 
students to find different ways that the artist shows the passage of time. 
Compare pages 11, 20-21, and 34-35. On page 11, different moments in time 
are assigned separate panels, and the word balloons help guide us through 
time. On pages 20-21, the same is true, but we see two parallel and simulta-
neous narratives on a single spread. On pages 34-35, which, like most of the 
book, are drawn without panels, the key figures are drawn multiple times 
within the spread to indicate movement through time and space. 

u The progress of time in the story ties in 
closely with the sub-story of Sergio and the 
Cop (see index, page 43). What is the story 
between these two characters? What do you 
see? How is their story similar to or connect-
ed with the story of Alicia and Pablo?

The narrative of Sergio and the cop is a great 
mirror to Alicia and Pablo, because they also 
begin in conflict and end in friendship. Their 
dynamic yet consistent appearance also 
functions as a helpful indicator that guides 
readers through the story. 

u Examine pages 24-25, where each of 
the 7 slim panels pushes time forward bit by bit. Because the scene remains 
consistent, each of the panels is like a frame of a movie. What are the differ-
ences from panel to panel?

This is a potential drawing exercise or learning opportunity: let students 
create artworks based on the idea of different frames from a single “long 
shot” (you may wish to utilize a phone or camera) to record a continuous 
movement of their classmates and then break it down into still moments. 
How many frames do you need to clearly illustrate a minute in time? 
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u Are there other characters whose 
stories we can track throughout the book? 
Take a look at Charlie, the boy who mocks 
Pablo on page 9. What happens to this 
character over the course of the story? 
What about the old loving couple that first 
appear on page 22? Follow their interac-
tion and describe their relationship. Use 
your imagination to make up a story for 
Charlie and the old couple, and share your 
thoughts with your classmates.

As Scott McCloud said in his TED Talk on 
Comics, “there’s also a balance between the 
visible and the invisible in comics. Comics 
is a kind of call and response in which the 
artist gives you something to see within the 
panels,  and then gives you something to 
imagine between the panels.” The evolving, 
but somewhat hidden stories of these side 
characters draw attention to the very real 
passage of time that takes place in comics 
storytelling.

*Find more on Scott McCloud’s TED talk: http://www.ted.com/talks/scott_
mccloud_on_comics?language=en

Symbols

u The teddy bear is given to Pablo by his mother on page 8. What is 
the significance of the teddy bear in this story? Relatedly, what is the sig-
nificance of holding hands? This is something that Pablo’s mother attempts 
on the first page, but that Pablo resists until page 41, when it solidifies the 
friendship between him and Alicia. What does hand-holding mean for you? 
What emotions are associated with hand-holding? What emotions are as-
sociated with having a stuffed animal? How are these connected?

The teddy bear is a symbol of Pablo’s mom and her love for Pablo, and it 
is also a more general symbol of affection and attachment. The same can 
be said about hand-holding, and Pablo’s resistance to both is indicative of 
his anxious avoidance of attachment. Ask students to interpret Pablo’s emo-
tional history and difficulties based on his responses toward affection. Why 
does Pablo want to be so independent? Encourage a variety of interpreta-
tions—early adolescent desire for independence, frustration about moving 
so often, feelings of insecurity, etc. This discussion will tie in well with the 
earlier discussion of Pablo’s character and self-confidence in the Verbal Ex-
pression section.

u There are many mobile devices throughout the illustrations. In some 
cases you can even see what is on the screens. What do they depict? Is there 
a specific message the illustrator wanted to express?

The shared use of mobile technology, even across a diverse group of people, 
indicates the commonality and shared experience between people (especial-
ly within the same city). This shared commonality is underscored by the fact 
that many devices display the Empire State Building on their screens. The 
Empire State Building is used as a symbol for freedom, unity, and friend-
ship, which we can understand as an example of a “shared value.”
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text 
when explaining what the text says 
explicitly and when drawing inferences 
from the text. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.2
Determine the main idea of a text and 
explain how it is supported by key 
details; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3
Explain ideas or concepts in an 
informational text, including what 
happened and why, based on specific 
information in the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.1
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly 
and when drawing inferences from the 
text. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.5.2
Determine two or more main ideas of a 
text and explain how they are supported 
by key details; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4.3
Explain the relationships or interactions 
between two or more ideas or concepts 
in an informational text.

u From your point of view, what defines the United States and 
makes it unique? What makes us all “Americans?” What are the 
things that come to your mind when you think of United States as 
a country? Look at the American flags in the illustrations. Find out 
how many American flags are depicted in the book? What does it 
stand for? How do you view the American flag? 

National flags are meant to represent the spirit of the country. In 
the case of the United States, it celebrates the unity of independent 
states under a single national vision. This unity through diversity 
can be seen in many aspects of the book. The flags are placed promi-
nently in the book from pages 35-42, and guide the movement of the 
characters to the top of the Empire State Building (where friendship, 
or unity, blossoms between Pablo and Alicia—as well as between 
Sergio and the Cop). Students may be interested to connect this vi-
sual subtext with the verbal idea of “friend” and “home” that are 
underscored on the final pages of the story. 

Representation of Reality

u How does this book represent “New York City?” Name the iconic 
buildings, landmarks, or famous things you think of about New York City 
and reflect on how, or if, they are represented in the book. What impression 
of New York City do you get from reading this book?

Make sure to draw attention to the iconic 
imagery featured in this book—the NYC 
taxi, news stand, and subway performer on 
pages 14-15; the punk guy on page 19; the 
Keith Haring graffiti on pages 20-21; the 
NYFD fire truck and Times Square signage 
on pages 26-27; the NYPD, Macy’s, and 
Yankees logos on pages 28-29; the Super-
man patch on page 30. This might be a good 
time to point out all the inside references 
that are visible in the background advertise-
ments. The artist included many allusions to 
TOON Books & Graphics, its predecessor 
RAW Magazine, and Art Spiegelman’s book 
MAUS (first published in RAW) (pages 26-
27). On page 36, you can also see one of the 
artist’s own famous characters (with Mickey 
Mouse hair) on the side of a bag.

u Look at the people in the il-
lustrations. What kind of variety 
can you find in terms of gender, 
age, race, religion, and body type? 
From your personal experience, 
do you think this depiction is real-
istic? Why or why not? How does 
this depiction compare to other 
books or comics?
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u There are a few different maps in the book. Com-
pare them, noting the similarities and differences. How do 
the hand-drawn maps differ from the MTA subway map 
printed on the front endpages of the book? Compare the 
map in the book with maps of New York from different 
time periods, or old subway maps. Refer to the index for 
the history of NYC subway system. Create your own map 
of NYC or your hometown! Present your map to the class 
and explain how it is unique.

u Choose one or two of Alicia and Pablo’s classmates 
that we meet in this story. Write a version of the day from 
their perspective. Use all information from the text that 
you can find about these other students. Find moments 
where your story “crosses paths” with the one in this book.

u Writing Project: choose any of the questions from the Verbal or Visual 
Expression sections. Write a short piece explaning your answer clearly, us-
ing reasons and evidence from the text.

u Readers Theater: read various scenes aloud in class. Pay attention to 
their inflection. If possible, try out multiple roles and be sure that you adjust 
your performance accordingly. Try to incorporate visual information from 
the images into their performance. Have fun!

3
Further Research
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.4-5.9
Integrate information from several 
texts on the same topic in order to 
write or speak about the subject 
knowledgeably. 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.1
Write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts, supporting  point of view with 
reasons and information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.2
Write informative/explanatory texts 
to examine a topic and convey ideas 
and information clearly

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.3
Write narratives to develop real 
or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, descriptive 
details, and clear event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.4-5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledgfe through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.
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Now, Randall, this is 
the final SECRET 
dish the king eats 

every night. 

It’s very 
important that 

NO ONE see 
what it is.

Randall, 
I’ve finished my 
supper. Bring me 

the final dish!

Final 
dish?

Yes, 
chef.

Here you 
are, my 

king. 

WHAT IS  
IN THERE? 
Could it be... ...the secret 

that I came 
here to 
find?

“LISTEN  
TO THE ANIMALS!”
An urgent message from 
the past for today and 
tomorrow
Young Randall dreams 
of adventures until he’s 
sent off one day on a 
mission to discover the 
neighboring king’s secret. 
When he returns, he’s 
thrown in a dungeon and 
despairs until  Princess 
Tilda  – the power 
behind the throne – 
entices him to compete 
for her hand. BEN 
NADLER’s modern 
version in comics 
highlights the timeless 
truth at the heart of this 
Grimms’ fairy tale.

based on a fairy tale by  THE GRIMM BROTHERS

WHIT-SC_cover_v6FM_correx1_animals.indd   1 12/11/18   5:37 PM

Overview In this modern retelling of a Grimm Brothers’ fairy tale, a servant boy fulfills a mission, 
acquires special powers, is tested, marries a princess, and teaches his king to respect animals 
and stay in tune with nature.

Subject: Ecology
Grade Level 3-5
Objectives To help children gain respect for the natural world and be in tune with it.

To gain an understanding of how text and images work together to bring out the underlying 
ideas driving a story.

VERBAL EXPRESSION
RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.3

On page 8, what does the king think is important? Why? Does Tilda, his daughter, agree?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.3

On pages 8-9, what does the king 
expect of his daughter?  
How does she react?

 
RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.3

Do you think the king is fair to Tilda and Randall? Give evidence from the story 
for your opinion.

RL.3.1, RL.4.1, 
RL.5.1

What secret is Randall supposed to find out in Borisylvania?

RL.3.1, RL.4.1, 
RL.5.1

Does Randall’s life change much working for King Boris?
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RL.3.1, RL.3.3, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

Often in fairy tales and other old stories, girls and women are obedient and passive and are 
expected to do as they are told. They are to be wives and daughters and do little else. Think of 
Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty. Does Tilda fit this model? Give evidence from the book for your 
opinion. 
Tilda does not fit this model. She talks back to her father and criticizes him. On page 8, she tells 
him that he knows that she could rule as well as any man.  She’s the one who comes up with a 
plan to save Randall on pages 36-37, and she tells him that she believes in him, even though he is 
from a different social class. In the end, she ends up ruling the kingdom.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

Is Randall a typical, bold male hero with a “traditional,” old-fashioned view of women? How 
do you know?
No, he isn’t. He tells the king that Tilda is far more qualified to rule the kingdom than he’ll ever 
be. He also has a tender heart, which is seen in his kindness to the animals and his emotion when 
Edward is about to leave him.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2

Page 18: What power does eating a piece of the snake give Randall? How do you think he will 
use it?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.2, RL.4.3, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2

Page 34: Why do you think Randall wants to speak to Princess Tilda instead of telling her 
father what King Boris’s secret is?

RL.3.1, RL.3.5, 
RL.3.7, RL.4.1, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.7

This is a serious story, but there are many touches of 
humor. Find some of them and talk about why you 
think they’re there.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

Do you think Randall changes during the course of the book? How and why?

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

How do you know that some of the king’s ideas have changed? Did he gain wisdom from 
taking a bite of the golden apple?

He allows Randall, a commoner, to 
marry Tilda and offers to let him 
rule his kingdom. After Randall 
speaks up for Tilda, the king allows 
her to rule. At the end of the story, 
he turns the palace into an animal 
shelter. It does seem that the golden 
apple has brought him wisdom.
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RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.3.3, RL.3.6, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.4.3, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.2

On page 6, the first time we hear Randall speak, he already has a connection to animals. 
What is that connection? How does this connection change during the rest of the book?
He longs to be free like the animals. As the story proceeds, he learns to respect them and to 
treat them with kindness.

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.5.1, RL.5.2, 
RL.5.7

What do you think the author would like us to learn from this book?
This story is built on the idea that nature should be respected, literally listened to, for people to 
move harmoniously through the world. The author/artist says, “For me, the takeaway of this 
tale is simple: stay in tune with nature. Pay attention to the Earth.”

RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.4.2, 
RL.5.2, RL.5.9

Do you know any other stories with snakes? How are the snakes portrayed in them? Are 
they helpful or harmful?

YOUR VERSION OF THE TALE
RL.3.1, RL.3.2, 
RL.4.1, RL.5.1, 
RL.5.3

New tasks for Randall: Instead of a fish helping Randall locate a ring, what kind of task 
might the king require that, say, a beaver might help out with? Imagine a retelling of this 
story with a different set of animal helpers. 

     
RL3.1, RL.4.1, 
RL.5.1

The story could have turned out differently at many points.  Sometimes one event or 
decision can change everything. What would have happened if:

Tilda went to Borisylvania, as her father had asked?

Randall never lifted the cover off the top of the dish with the snake?

Randall didn’t taste the snake?

Randall didn’t overhear the duck saying that something was stuck in its throat?

The horse had stepped on the ants?

Tilda didn’t convince her father to have a contest?

The fish, ants, and ravens didn’t help Randall?

Randall didn’t return with the golden apple?

There are many more ideas to use as the basis for discussions and activities in the back 
matter at the end of the story. Teachers are encouraged to make the most of them. 
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VISUAL EXPRESSION
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at the details on the cover and the title page (page 5). What do you see? Is anything 
surprising?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Now look at page 6: Are the ducks, goats, bird, and fish in exactly the same places or positions 
in the first panel and the second one?

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Until the bottom of page 15, the 
artist presents the action in 3 broad 
panels per page. How does this 
change on the bottom of page 15 
and on pages 16-17? Why?

On the bottom of page 15, there are three small panels in the same amount of space that one panel 
has taken up so far. The action is sped up, making it more exciting. Notice that Randall’s face is 
bigger in each panel, until the final close-up. This brings out his intensifying emotions and draws 
us into them. On page 16, we have a large close-up, and on page 17 extreme close-ups that become 
more and more dramatic. All of this lets us know that this is a key moment in the book.

Find other close-ups in the book and explain what you think they are expressing. Look, for 
example, at the middle panel on page 30 and think about how the close-up emphasizes the 
close relationship between Randall and Edward. Or the third panel on page 38. 

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

How does the artist show that Randall turns around suddenly on page 18?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Pages 19-20: How does the artist show how sad the 
queen is after she loses her ring?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Page 21, bottom: Why is the background for these two panels so dark? Is it really nighttime?
The dark background emphasizes the drama of the moment. The duck stands out strongly against 
it, and it is darker in the last panel than in the next-to-last one.  It’s almost a moment out of time 
and space.

Notice the black background again at the bottom of page 50. Again, the drama is highlighted. 
Find some other places in the book where a sudden dark (not necessarily black) background 
with no details has this effect.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at how the color of Randall’s clothes and face change on page 39. Have you ever noticed 
how the colors of things change when you look at them through water? Any idea why this 
might be?
Water absorbs light and filters out color.
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RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Look at the large panel on the bottom of page 24. What effect does it have? 
This is a peaceful moment. The large panel slows down the action, and the harmonious colors and 
lighting reflect the peaceful quality. Compare this with the middle panel on page 27.

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Look at the font when the animals are speaking. How is different from the font when people are 
speaking?
It’s in red, it’s in italics, and it’s generally smaller.

Why do you think the artist made these changes?
To set it off from human speech and to show its unreal quality. Only Randall can hear the animals 
talking.

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

What does it mean when someone is talking in capital letters and/or boldface?  How does it 
help you to read with the correct expression?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at people’s eyes throughout the book. What do you think they are expressing? Choose 
five different examples of this and write down or explain to your classmates what you think the 
emotion being expressed is or the reason for the particular look in a character’s eyes. 
(A good example is page 22: the chef, the duck, and Randall.) Try to make your eyes look the 
same.

      
See how many of your classmates chose the same examples. Why do you think this might be?

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Look at the composition of the frames on pages 28 and 29. Why are the ants so big?  
The top panel on page 28 is especially dramatic because of the extreme close-up. The ants are so 
big because their close call is dominating the moment.  We’re inside their thinking and emotions.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

How does the diagonal composition on page 36 emphasize the strength and boldness of the 
suitors?
They are moving in a bold line straight toward the front of the frame, taking up the entire 
foreground. They are looking straight at the reader, challenging his or her gaze. 

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

How does the artist show that night is falling on page 41? Do you think it is falling slowly or 
quickly? Why?

RL.3.5, RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7, RL.5.7

Notice how Randall’s size changes from the last panel on page 43 to the middle panel on page 
44. Think about why.
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RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

What can you tell us about the artwork in the last panel on page 44? What do the wavy colored 
lines and the position of Randall’s body express?

First of all, it uses imagery from video games, linking quests in games to the Grimm Brothers’ 
story told here. Also, it’s one big panel, indicating a different stretch of time. The zigzags follow 
the long course of Randall’s adventures and stretch out the time. Notice how the weather and 
landscape change. Randall is wandering far away under changing conditions. There are so 
many little Randalls so that you can follow the progress of his quest. A comic allows the artist to 
represent many different moments in time all at once in a way that a verbal narrative cannot. 
(Point out that Randall travels again through these game landscapes on page 48.)

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.3.5, 
W.4.3, W.4.4, 
W.4.5, W.5.3, 
W.5.4, W.5.5

Which of Randall’s adventures do you like best? Write and illustrate a story about it or develop 
it into a comic.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Talk about how page 51 is composed and how it reflects many things that happen in the book.

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

What’s happening on pages 54-55? How does the artwork reflect it?

         
RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Page 56: The author says that Randall and Tilda lived happily ever after. Analyze how the 
artwork brings out this idea. 

RL.3.7, RL.4.7, 
RL.5.7

Think about the color differences in the indoor scenes and the outdoor ones. Why does the 
artist make such a contrast between these two worlds?

King Arnold lives in an indoor world, separate from nature.  What he needs to learn comes from 
outside, from the natural world.



© TOON Books – Lesson Plan for The White Snake by Ben Nadler – page 7

ACTIVITIES AND FURTHER RESEARCH
RL.3.9, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.9

Find the original version of The White Snake by the Grimm 
Brothers. What is different about Ben Nadler’s version? Why do 
you think he made these changes?  

RL.3.9, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.9

Students can find another fairy tale by the Grimm Brothers (like 
the TOON Book Hansel and Gretel), or by Charles Perrault or 
from a non-European culture, and compare it with The White 
Snake. How is it different? What is the same? What do they think 
are probably characteristics of all fairy tales? 

The back of the book has notes on “Folktales, Told and Retold,” a 
bibliography, and online resources for Grimm Brothers and other 
folk tales.

RL.3.5, RL.4.5, 
RL.5.5

Readers’ Theater: Have students read various scenes aloud in class. Pay attention to their 
inflection. If possible, have each student play multiple roles, and be sure that students adjust 
their performance accordingly. Ask them to try to incorporate visual information from the 
images into their performance. Maybe the class can work together on turning the book into 
a play that they can perform for other classes or for parents

              
W.3.4, W.3.5, 
W.3.7, W.3.8, 
W.4.4, W.4.5, 
W.4.7, W.4.8, 
W.5.4, W.5.5, 
W.5.7, W.5.8

There are over 2,900 species of snakes. They live in vastly different environments on every 
continent except Antarctica. Assign a different snake to each student to research. They can 
find out how big it is, what it looks like, where it lives, what it eats, what eats it, what special 
features it has, if it’s venomous, etc. They should report on it (with illustrations) and you 
can post their results in the classroom for other children to study. Older students should list 
their sources (books, websites, other sources).

W.3.3, W.3.4, 
W.3.5

Students can make a clay model of a real or imaginary snake (it doesn’t have to be white) 
and then write a description, poem, story, song, or play about it.

RL.3.9, RL.4.9, 
RL.5.9, W.3.3, 
W.3.4, W.3.5, 
W.4.3, W.4.4, 
W.4.5, W.5.3, 
W.5.4, W.5.5

For a long-term project, students can take another Grimm story and make their own comic. 
(They can find many hints on how to do this in the TOON Book Comics:  Easy as ABC!, by 
Ivan Brunetti.) Display their comics in the classroom so that children can read and enjoy 
their classmates’ work.
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Standards addressed in The White Snake Teacher’s Guide
Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading for Information addressed in this book by grade level.

READING LITERATURE

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of 
Knowledge and Ideas

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.1
Ask and answer questions to demonstrate 
understanding of a text, referring explicitly 
to the text as the basis for the answers.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.2
Recount stories, including fables, folktales, 
and myths from diverse cultures; determine 
the central message, lesson, or moral and 
explain how it is conveyed through key 
details in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.3
Describe characters in a story (e.g., their 
traits, motivations, or feelings) and explain 
how their actions contribute to the sequence 
of events.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.5
Refer to parts of stories, dramas, and 
poems when writing or speaking about a 
text, using terms such as chapter, scene, 
and stanza; describe how each successive 
part builds on earlier sections.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.6
Distinguish their own point of view 
from that of the narrator or those of the 
characters.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.7
Explain how specific aspects of a 
text’s illustrations contribute to 
what is conveyed by the words in a 
story (e.g., create mood, emphasize 
aspects of a character or setting).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.3.9
Compare and contrast the themes, 
settings, and plots of stories written 
by the same author about the same 
or similar characters (e.g., in books 
from a series).

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.1
Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.2
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text; summarize the 
text.
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.3

Describe in depth a character, setting, 
or event in a story or drama, drawing on 
specific details in the text (e.g., a character’s 
thoughts, words, or actions).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL4.5
Explain major differences between 
poems, drama, and prose, and refer to 
the structural elements of poems (e.g., 
verse, rhythm, meter) and drama (e.g., 
casts of characters, settings, descriptions, 
dialogue, stage directions) when writing 
or speaking about a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.7
Make connections between the text 
of a story or drama and a visual 
or oral presentation of the text, 
identifying where each version 
reflects specific descriptions and 
directions in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.4.9
Compare and contrast the treatment 
of similar themes and topics (e.g., 
opposition of good and evil) and 
patterns of events (e.g., the quest) 
in stories, myths, and traditional 
literature from different cultures.

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.1 
Quote accurately from a text when 
explaining what the text says explicitly and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.2 
Determine a theme of a story, drama, or 
poem from details in the text, including 
how characters in a story of drama respond 
to challenges or how the speaker in a poem 
reflects upon a topic; summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.3
Compare and contrast two or more 
characters, settings, or events in a story or 
drama, drawing on specific details in the text 
(e.g., how the characters interact).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.5
Explain how a series of chapters, scenes, 
or stanzas fits together to provide the 
overall structure of a particular story, 
drama, or poem.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.7
Analyze how visual and multimedia 
elements contribute to the meaning, 
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic 
novel, multimedia presentation of 
fiction, folktale, myth, poem).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.9
Compare and contrast stories in 
the same genre (e.g., mysteries 
and adventures stories) on their 
approaches to similar themes and 
topics.
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WRITING

Text Types and Purposes Production and 
Distribution of Writing

Research to Build 
and Present Knowledge

3 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.4
With guidance and support from 
adults, produce writing in which the 
development and organization are 
appropriate to task and purpose.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.7
Conduct short research projects that 
build knowledge about a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.3.8
Recall information from experiences 
or gather information from print 
and digital sources; take brief notes 
on sources and sort evidence into 
provided categories.

4 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
and editing.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.7
Conduct short research projects 
that build knowledge through 
investigation of different aspects of 
a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.4.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; takes notes and categorize 
information, and provide a list of 
sources.

5 CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.3
Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event 
sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.4
Produce clear and coherent writing in 
which the development and organization 
are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.5
With guidance and support from peers 
and adults, develop and strengthen 
writing as needed by planning, revising, 
editing, rewriting, or trying a new 
approach.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.7
Conduct short research projects 
that use several sources to build 
knowledge through investigation of 
different aspects of a topic.

CCSS.ELA-Writing.W.5.8
Recall relevant information from 
experiences or gather relevant 
information from print and digital 
sources; summarize or paraphrase 
information in notes and finished 
work, and provide a list of sources.

 



K E Y  I D E A S  A N D  D E TA I L S

I N T E G R AT I O N  O F  
K N OW L E D G E  A N D  I D E A S

C R A F T  A N D  S T R U C T U R E

Ask the students to describe the characters that 
Alan and Leah meet. Who was the nicest? Scariest? 
Funniest? Have the class support their opinions 
with specific visual and textual examples. Then 
have students pick their favorite sequence of events. 
What can we tell from the words and images? Talk 
about the difference in gathering information from 
text versus from an illustration.

RL.3.1,
RL.4.1

Ask students if the book reminds them of any stories 
they have previously read. Bring up stories like 
“Hansel and Gretel”, “Alice in Wonderland” or the 
comic “Little Nemo”. Have students discuss the 
relationship between Alan and Leah.

RL.3.2, 
RL.4.2

Describe the different personalities of Alan and 
Leah. How do they react to things that scare 
them? What happens because of their different 
personalities?

Look at the buildings on pages 70-71. What are they 
thinking about the chase that is occurring?

RL.3.3,
RL.4.3

Ask students what in the story is larger than normal. 
Explain how these images contribute to the strange 
setting of the story, and the sense that Alan and Leah 
do not know where they are. 

This book ends with a three-page wordless se-
quence, the last panel of which is a stone frog foun-
tain. What relationship do students think the stone 
frog at the end has to the ones that give directions? 
Which does the title refer to?

RL.3.7, 
RL.4.7

Have your students investigate myths, stories and 
other graphic novels with similar themes. Look 
especially closely at the classic comic “Little Nemo” 
by Winsor McCay. Throughout the novel, Alan and 
Leah both express the desire to return home. What 
other novels or myths also address the theme of “re-
turning home”? How are these different or similar?

RL.3.9, 
RL.4.9

Have students look at page 22, Alan is literally “eat-
ing his words”. Then have the students look at page 
33, where one character describes Alan’s speech as a 
“mighty roar”. Explain that the description is nonlit-
eral, but evocative of a lion.

RL.3.4, 
RL.4.4 

Have the class find a small story within the novel. Ask 
students to paraphrase the story. Call attention to how 
each panel shows one event or action in the story, and 
together these panels create the story. Show how the 
smaller sections of the stories add up to the novel. Call 
students’ attention to the special features of the comics 
form, including panels, gutters, and speech balloons. 
Ask them to note moments in the story when a 
structural element of comics is disrupted, like on pages 
19-22 or pages 70-71.

RL.3.5, 
RL.4.5

Describe to students the “fly on the wall” point of view 
sometimes used in third-person narratives to record 
observations rather than describe feelings. Can they 
think of other stories that use the same “fly on the 
wall” approach?

RL.3.6, 
RL.4.6

S P E A K I N G  A N D  L I ST E N I N G
/  W R I T I N G

Split students into small groups and assign each 
different dramatic sequences from the book (ex. 
visiting the Beekeeper). By choosing characters and 
reading dialogue aloud, students can create a Readers 
Theater. In each group, one student can serve as a 
narrator, describing the scenes that are wordless. All 
group members should contribute to the narrators’ 
descriptions by pointing out what details from the 
scenes they think are most important.

SL.3.1, 
SL.3.4, 
SL.4.1, 
SL.4.4

Ask students to write a short narrative describing what 
fantastical worlds they’ve seen in their dreams. How 
do their dream worlds differ from the real world? 
Have students exchange their narratives and comment 
on each others’ work. Allow them the opportunity to 
revise their work afterwards. 

W.3.3, 
W.3.5,
W.3.8,
W.4.3, 
W.4.5,
W.4.8
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Before Reading 1. Ask how many students read comic books. Do they read any long stories in comic book 
format? What do they enjoy about longer comic books? Are they easier to read than chapter 
books that are mostly text?

2. Discuss why you think an author chooses to make a comic book instead of writing things out 
in chapters. 

During Reading 1. Look at pages 8 and 9. Have students describe what is happening in each panel. Why do you 
think the left-hand page is so big and the ones on the right are smaller?  Comic books often use 
a sequence of images to show where characters are (context), and then move in closer to look at 
details or the characters’ expressions, a little bit like how a camera lets you take a picture of an 
entire birthday party, but also lets you zoom in to focus on someone’s face.

2. A clock is a common way to show time passing in the movies or on television. In what other 
ways can pictures show us that time is passing? Look at pages 47-50. Leah and Alan are waiting 
for a train. What methods does the illustrator use to indicate that they are waiting for quite 
some time? What are the “CLOP CLOP CLOP” sounds? What does it mean when we see more 
“CLOP” sounds? What is the other indication that time has passed? How many fish people are 
standing on the platform when Leah and Alan first arrive? How many are there by the time the 
train comes?

3. The beginning of this story shows Leah and Alan waking up in a strange world. The ending 
shows them going to sleep in a world very much like ours. Do you think their adventures really 
happened? Or do you think they were a dream? Some of the things Leah and Alan encounter are 
ordinary, like bees, lions, cherries, and train stations. What does the illustrator do to make these 
things seem like a dream? Do we need words to know these things are not quite as they are in 
everyday life?

After Reading 1. Talk about what the comic book format adds to this story. Do you think the story would have 
been as good if it had been written in chapters with just an illustration here and there?

2. Activity: Draw a short comic (one page or a 2-page spread) showing a situation or setting in a 
large panel, and then use smaller panels to draw the reader’s attention to details, sounds, or your 
character’s facial expression. Alternatively, in one or two pages, use panels to show the passing 
of time, but don’t use clocks or characters talking about time.

downloadable from Toon-books.com

The Secret of the Stone Frog 
by David Nytra
Hardcover: 978-1-935179-18-4

Lexile Level = GN 220
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CCSS-aligned Guided Reading Lesson Plan 
This lesson plan is designed to be used over a period of time. It can be divided into parts to fit teachers’ schedules. Parts 2 
and 3 can be done independently by students.

Part 1 is a discussion designed to encourage students, especially those who feel they’re “not good artists” or 
who haven’t had much experience drawing cartoons or comics.

Part 2 is addressed to students. It goes through the skills in the book and suggests that children practice them. 
Sections can be assigned for as much time as is required or convenient, or students can work at their own pace.

In the third part, students will make their own comics, starting with a four-panel strip 
and working up to a full comic whose length and subject matter they will choose.

The book develops skills from simple to more complex: 

Children in grades K-1 can focus on pages 6-13 (doodling, basic shapes, making 
marks and patterns, drawing faces, giving characters emotions, drawing profiles). 

Children in grades 2-3 should do all of those activities and then investigate pages 14-
22 (using the ABCs, using clothes and props, drawing bodies, and drawing animals).

Students in grades 4 and up should do all of the previous activities and then move on to pages 23-41 (comics 
language, making characters cute or menacing, props, scale and setting, perspective, point of view, balloons 
and lettering, pages and panels, choosing a setting, using prompts, making a four-panel strip, and finding their 
own voice). Of course, high school and college students and adults can use this book, too!

These ideas are not set in stone. If a first-grader wants to work on animals, or if a second- or third-grader wants to try out 
balloons and lettering, by all means allow him or her to do so. The complexity of what children can do is very individual. Often 

they can understand and accomplish more than you might imagine.

Everyone should do Part 1, either with the teacher or independently, depending on his or her age 
and ability to understand.

The numbers in the left-hand column refer to the ELA Common Core State Standards being 
addressed.  The Standards are listed by grade level at the end of this document.

Comics:  
Easy as ABC!
by Ivan Brunetti
A TOON Graphic 
Grades K-5
Lexile level=TBD
ISBN= 978-1-943145-44-7 (hardcover)
ISBN= 978-1-943145-39-3 (paperback)

Richard Kutner, New York, NY. 
Richard Kutner is the head of the TOON 
Educational Team. He is a translator of both prose 
and graphic literature with a forty-year background 
in education. He holds degrees from New York 
University and Yale, and was the 2014 recipient of a 
Hemingway Grant for his work with TOON.
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ANIMALS

Look at real animals 
and draw them: it will 
fuel your imagination!

Animals are fun to draw. Use 
simple shapes for them as well.

“If your drawing of an 
animal does not turn 
out the way you like, 

remember that the animal 
probably wouldn’t draw 
you very well, either.”
–LEMONY SNICKET, 

author of a series of 
unfortunate events

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   20 1/9/19   3:59 PM
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RI.K.5, RI.K.6 Look at the front and back covers of the book and at the title. What do they make you think 
about drawing comics?

Drawing comics is easy. People and things don’t have to look exactly the way they do in real 
life. You can use many different shapes to represent them. The book is going to be lively and fun 
to use. Many people make comics.

RI.K.1, RI.1.1, 
RI.1.7, RI.2.1, 
RI.3.1

Now look at Elise Gravel’s “ugly drawings” on the 
inside cover. What makes her drawings ugly? Are 
they funny, too? Does a drawing have to be 
beautiful? Why or why not?

Part 1

Besides, there’s more to art than drawing ...

This painting (One: Number 31, 1950), by 
Jackson Pollock, is worth millions of dollars 
and was created by dripping paint on a 
canvas lying on the floor. It’s in the Museum 
of Modern Art, in New York.

And look at this painting, by 
Yves Klein.

Some children say they don’t like to draw because 
they’re not good at it. But even art that is simple 
or what some people might call “ugly” can be 
meaningful and important--and even beautiful! You 
don’t have to draw things exactly the way they look 
in real life to make a great cartoon or comic. Look at 
this drawing by a famous artist, Joan Miró. 
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RI.K.6, RI.K.8, 
RI.1.7, RI.1.8

Ivan Brunetti says that doodling is the first step in 
cartooning. You should do it a lot. Just be careful of 
when and where you doodle! Use some of 
Brunetti’s basic shapes, on page 6. Make marks, 
connect dots, and use patterns. (See page 7.) Things 
don’t have to be complicated, unless you want to 
make them that way. 

RI.K.1, RI.K.7, 
RI.1.1, RI.I.7,  
RI.3.1

On pages 9 and 10, Ivan shows you how to draw faces and how to use simple 
shapes to vary them. On page 11, he gives you hints at how to change the 
eyebrows, eyes, and mouth to show different emotions. Make some of your own 
faces showing some of these emotions. Are there other emotions you can show?

RI.K.1, RI.K.4, 
RI.K.7, RI.1.1, 
RI.1.4, RI.1.7

Now try drawing some profiles (pages 12-13). We get a different feeling when we 
view a face from the side.

RI.2.5, RI.2.6 Pages 14 and 15: Can you make a drawing of a person or animal for every capital 
and small letter in the alphabet? Give it a try. 

                         

RI.2.2, RI.2.4, 
RI.2.6

Time to try some bodies, to see how much more they can tell us about the 
characters’ personalities. Practice some, using Ivan’s ideas on pages 16-19.

RI.2.2, RI.2.5, 
RI.2.6, RI.2.7 Animals are fun to draw, too, and you can make them with 

simple shapes. Look at pages 20-21, especially at the elephant 
on p. 20. And be sure to take Ivan’s advice and look at real 
animals. You’ll learn how their bodies are organized, and 
they’ll help your imagination to grow.

RI.3.4, RI.3.7, 
RI.3.8

Study the comics language on page 23. You can use lines, symbols, stars, tears, 
bursts, and emanata to express different things. The word “emanata” comes from the 
word “emanate,” which means to spread out from.

RI.3.7, RI.3.8 Page 24 has some good ideas to give your character personality. Try to draw some 
cute or menacing characters. Or friendly, timid, or excited ones.

Part 2
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RI.4.4, RI.4.7, RI.5.4, 
RI.6.4, RI.6.5, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.4

C O M I C S  |  E a s y  a s  A B C !  -    p a g e   2 5

PROPS
Props are the objects that help you set 
the scene-just like in the theater.

Draw everything you see around you, 
to understand it better. Then use 
your notes, your imagination - and 
your memory!

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   25 1/9/19   4:00 PM

Props: You might think that props--objects that help you set 
the scene--are hard to draw, but Ivan shows you how to 
create them with simple shapes on page 25. Make some of 
your own. Keep a notebook of drawings of props that you 
can refer to when you want to use one in a cartoon or comic.

RI.4.4, RI.4.7, RI.4.8, 
RI.5.4, RI.5.8, RI.6.1, 
RI.6.4, RI.6.5, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.5

On page 26, you’ll learn how to keep people’s heads and bodies in proportion and how 
to create setting (where something happens) with a few details.

RI 4.1, RI.4.4, RI.4.7, 
RI.4.8, RI.5.1, RI.5.4, 
RI.5.6, RI.5.8, RI.6.1, 
RI.6.2, RI.6.4, RI.6.5, 
RI.6.6, RI.6.7, RI.7.1, 
RI.7.2, RI.7.4, RI.7.5, 
RI.8.2, RI.8.4

Read page 27 to learn about perspective, which is 
creating the illusion of depth on paper. Practice some 
one- and two-point perspective. Then try Ivan’s way of 
showing space on page 28.

RI.4.1, RI.4.4, RI.4.7, 
RI.5.1, RI.5.4, RI.5.7, 
RI.6.1, RI.6.2, RI.6.4, 
RI.6.5.RI.6.6, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.1, RI.7.2, RI.7.4, 
RI.7.5, RI.8.3, RI.8.

Page 29: Do you always have to show the whole setting? 
Think about how to use long shots, medium shots, and close-ups in your story. 
Why would you choose one over the others? 

RI.4.1, RI.4.2, RI.4.4, 
RI.4.7, RI.4.8, RI.5.1, 
RI.5.2, RI. 5.4, RI. 5.8, 
RI.6.1, RI.6.2, RI.6.4, 
RI.6.5, RI.6.6, RI.6.7, 
RI.7.1, RI.7.2, RI.7.4, 
RI.7.5, RI.8.3, RI.8.4
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With comics, you need to show 
only enough of the setting for 
the reader to understand where 
the story takes place. There are 
many ways to do this.

In the first 
panel of 
Brunetti's 
Wordplay, 
we see Anne-
Marie and 
her friends 
lined up in 
a classroom. 
The artist's 
decision to 
keep the 
lines of the 
tables parallel 
makes this 
"long shot" 
easy to read.

PERSPECTIVE AND 
COMICS

1. Show your characters next to and 
above each other.

2. Use two-point perspective. Figures in 
the background will be smaller.

3. Cartoonist Ivan Brunetti came up with 
his own way of representing space.

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   28 1/9/19   4:00 PM
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POINT OF VIEW
Depending on where you place the point of view (called the eye level,) a scene can be 
seen from below (worm's eye) or above (bird's eye.)

LONG SHOT - MEDIUM SHOT - CLOSE-UP

After the long 
shot, much of 
the comics story 
can be told 
with "medium 
shots," as in this 
next page of 
Wordplay.
The cartoonist 
no longer needs 
to show the 
whole scene. 

A long shot (left) sets the scene. Close-
ups (above) are a good way to bring 
attention to the character's emotions.

WORM'S EYE BIRD'S EYE ANOTHER BIRD'S EYE

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   29 1/9/19   4:00 PM
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BALLOONS & LETTERING

Make sure to follow these 
RULES for the balloons:

Balloons tell us what the character says or thinks. 

The SHAPE of the balloon and the size of the 
lettering tell us HOW to read the words.

Place the balloons first, to 
make sure they'll fit.

TRY IT!

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   30 1/9/19   4:00 PM
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BALLOONS & LETTERING

Make sure to follow these 
RULES for the balloons:

Balloons tell us what the character says or thinks. 

The SHAPE of the balloon and the size of the 
lettering tell us HOW to read the words.

Place the balloons first, to 
make sure they'll fit.

TRY IT!
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Time for balloons and lettering. Draw a character 
or group of characters talking 
and try to express their 
feelings with different kinds 
of balloons and lettering. Use 
some sound effects, too.



© TOON Books – Lesson Plan for COMICS: Easy as ABC! by Ivan Brunetti – page 5

Now that you’ve been practicing, it’s time to work on your own comic:

Think about where it’s going to take place. Choose a setting (page 34).

  

Should you draw first or write your story first? On page 35, Ivan says, “You can start with either, but think about 
what you’ll be drawing. Try to show the characters somewhere, doing something. It’s always good to let pictures 
suggest other pictures and tell the story.” So make a plan, either in words or pictures.

Think about how you will organize your story into panels on a 
page or pages. Ivan has very good advice on pages 32-33. Do you 
want to use a spread to make a big, dramatic drawing? Ivan has 
given you ideas for characters, settings, and props on pages 36-37. 

Before you create a long comic, try a four-panel one (pages 38-39). Make sure that your fourth panel is your 
punch line (page 32).

You’re all set! Have fun! Remember, practice makes perfect.

    

Part 3

p a g e   3 4  -  C O M I C S  |  E a s y  a s  A B C !

TELL YOUR STORY!
When searching for ideas, think about what you want to draw. 
Choosing a setting sometimes helps you think of a story. 

OUTDOORS

KITCHEN - INDOORS

BEDROOM

TOON_ABC_v43_fnl.indd   34 1/9/19   4:01 PM
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TELL YOUR STORY!
When searching for ideas, think about what you want to draw. 
Choosing a setting sometimes helps you think of a story. 

OUTDOORS

KITCHEN - INDOORS

BEDROOM
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Wide scenes need 
wide panels.

Tall 
scenes 
need 
tall 

panels.

Two facing 
pages are called 

a SPREAD 
 and can 

be used to 
dramatic 
effect.

Give your 
characters 
enough room 
to breathe. 

SIMPLER
IS 
BETTER

–JAMES STURM,  
Co-author of  

adventures in cartooning

“Cartooning is about 
finding a rhythm."

By alec lONgSTreTh
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Below are the ELA Common Core State Standards for Reading for Information addressed in this book by grade level.

Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of Knowledge and Ideas

K CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.1
With prompting and support, ask 
and answer questions about key 
details in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.4
With prompting and support, ask and 
answer questions about unknown words 
in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.6
Name the author and illustrator of a text 
and define the role of each in presenting 
the ideas or information in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.7
With prompting and support, describe the 
relationship between illustrations and the text 
in which they appear (e.g., what person, place, 
thing, or idea in the text an illustration depicts).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.K.8
With prompting and support, identify the 
reasons an author gives to support points in a 
text.

1 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.1
Ask and answer questions about 
key details in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.4
Ask and answer questions to help 
determine or clarify the meaning of 
words or phrases in a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.7
Use the illustrations and details in a text to 
describe its key ideas.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.1.8
Identify the reasons an author gives to support 
points in a text.

2 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.2
Identify the main topic of a 
multiparagraph text as well as 
the focus of specific paragraphs 
within the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.4
Determine the meaning of words and 
phrases in a text relevant to a grade 2 
topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.5
Know and use various text features 
(e.g., captions, bold print, subheadings, 
glossaries, indexes, electronic menus, 
icons) to locate key facts o information 
in a text efficiently.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.6
Identify the main purpose of a text, 
including what the author wants to 
answer, explain, or describe.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.2.7
Explain how specific images (e.g., a diagram 
showing how a machine works) contribute to 
and clarify a text.

3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.1
Ask and answer questions to 
demonstrate understanding of a 
text, referring explicitly to the text 
as the basis for the answers.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
and phrases in a text relevant to a grade 
3 topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.7
Use information gained from illustrations (e.g., 
maps, photographs) and the words in a text to 
demonstrate understanding of the text (e.g., 
where, when, why, and how key events occur).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.3.8
Describe the logical connection between 
particular sentences and paragraphs in a text 
(e.g., comparison, cause/effect, first/second/
third in a sequence).

4 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.1
Refer to details and examples 
in a text when explaining what 
the text says explicitly and when 
drawing inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
or phrases in a text relevant to a grade 4 
topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.7
Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, graphs, 
diagrams, time lines, animations, or interactive 
elements on Web pages) and explain how the 
information contributes to an understanding of 
the text in which it appears.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.4.8
Explain how an author uses reasons and 
evidence to support particular points in a text.
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Key Ideas and Details Craft and Structure Integration of Knowledge and Ideas

5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.1
Quote accurately from a text 
when explaining what the text 
says explicitly and when drawing 
inferences from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.2
Determine two or more main 
ideas of a text and explain how 
they are supported by key details; 
summarize the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.4
Determine the meaning of general 
academic and domain-specific words 
and phrases in a text relevant to a grade 
5 topic or subject area.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.6
Analyze multiple accounts of the 
same event or topic, noting important 
similarities and differences in the point 
of view they represent.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.7
Draw on information from multiple print or 
digital sources, demonstrating the ability to 
locate an answer to a question quickly or to 
solve a problem efficiently.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.5.8
Explain how an author uses reasons and 
evidence to support particular points in a text, 
identifying which reasons and evidence support 
which point(s).

6 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.1
Cite textual evidence to support 
analysis of what the text says 
explicitly as well as inferences 
drawn from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.2
Determine a central idea of a text 
and how it is conveyed through 
particular details; provide a 
summary of the text distinct from 
personal opinions or judgments.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.4
Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.5
Analyze how a particular sentence, 
paragraph, chapter, or section fits 
into the overall structure of a text and 
contributes to the development of the 
ideas.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.6
Determine an author’s point of view or 
purpose in a text and explain how it is 
conveyed in the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.6.7
Integrate information presented in different 
media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) 
as well as in words to develop a coherent 
understanding of a topic or issue.

7 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.1
Cite several pieces of textual 
evidence to support analysis of 
what the text says explicitly as 
well as inferences drawn from the 
text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.2
Determine two or more central 
ideas in a text and analyze their 
development over the course of 
the text; provide an objective 
summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.4
Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings; analyze the impact 
of a specific word choice on meaning 
and tone.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.5
Analyze the structure an author uses to 
organize a text, including how the major 
sections contribute to the whole and to 
the development of the ideas.

8 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.2
Determine a central idea of a text 
and analyze its development over 
the course of the text, including 
its relationship to supporting 
ideas; provide an objective 
summary of the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.3.
Analyze how a text makes 
connections among and 
distinctions between individuals, 
ideas, or events (e.g., through 
comparisons, analogies, or 
categories).

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.8.4
Determine the meaning of words 
and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including figurative, connotative, and 
technical meanings; analyze the impact 
of specific word choices on meaning and 
tone, including analogies or allusions to 
other texts.


